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Using Focus Groups to Diagnose the State of Play in an 
Organisation

In conjunction with survey analyses, we utilise a focus group 
approach to provide understanding about the ‘state of play’ in 
an organisation. By state of play, we mean what’s happening; 
what’s going on in the organisation; what does it ‘feel like’ to 
be part of it? 

The approach uses a simple ‘pair working’ methodology, 
which is essentially based upon the work of Silvia Downs in 
her approach to the study of learning how to learn. Silvia 
argued that ‘memory’ learning and ‘doing’ learning was 
quite different from ‘understanding’ type learning. In this 
context she put forward the simple MUD model (Memory, 
Understanding and Doing). She argued that in Memorising 
and Doing tasks the learner needed to get it right first time 
in order to maximise effectiveness. You can see the point 
that trying to re-remember an incorrect telephone number 
or re-learn a bad golf swing can be difficult. In terms of 
Understanding, she argues that getting something wrong and 
then realising it was wrong was very powerful; it embeds and 
solidifies the learning. 

Downs used this methodology with a wide range of different 
groups in the school, college and working environment and 
provided clear evidence that her approach in ‘learning to 
learn’ could really work. Part of this utilised what she called 
a pair working methodology. In this context, a workshop can 
be convened and people form pairs. A series of crafted but 
relevant questions to the problem in hand are then asked to 
the group. For example, we have used this in safety training 
and simple questions might be “how can safety be improved”, 
or, “how can lost time accidents be reduced?”. The workshop 
facilitator then asks each group to brainstorm their views 
regarding the questions, and goes around the groups 
collecting two or three comments a time, recording responses 
on a flipchart verbatim, with no comments or description 
regarding the idea, before moving onto the next pair. The 
facilitator would collect all the information until all the ideas 
were collected. These sessions might last up to half a day 
with workshop groups spending 30-40 minutes on a particular 
question.

In a safety training environment, we used this methodology 
at a major manufacturing site in the South West of England, 
which consisted of ten production areas. Following the 
training we observed a statistically significant reduction in 

lost time accidents within nine of the ten production areas. 
The nine areas achieving the improvement had completed the 
training. The tenth area, which was actually a commissioning 
project, did not have the time to do the training that year. 
Their safety performance showed no change. 

Albeit anecdotal to an extent, this represents a fine 
experiment since the group that didn’t do the training 
because they didn’t have the time represent a valid control 
group. More to the current point however, we found the 
benefit of pair working was the following:

•  The pair working structure and style of data collection 
enabled individuals to generate ideas at their own pace 
and in quite a safe environment, i.e. it’s not obvious whose 
the idea was because two people generated it

•  All ideas were collected and respective contributions were 
not evaluated or criticised – people effectively did it for 
themselves

•  As well as being a great way to generate data, the process, 
albeit simple, was highly engaging and enjoyable, and a 
great way of getting real data from a group of people who 
know what goes on and how the job really gets done 

We have applied this simple yet powerful methodology in all 
of the research we have conducted as part of our diagnostic 
approach for organisational development. The resulting 
data is combined with Climate and behavioural survey type 
information, which enables us to truly understand and 
measure the dynamic that prevails within an organisation. 

Primarily in our organisational diagnostic work, we are 
interested in the state of play within each element of the 
Glowinkowski™ Integrated Framework. Using pair working 
technique enables insights into the effectiveness of the 
organisation, the behaviours that prevail and that are 
predominant, and how well the processes serve the needs 
of the business. How these elements work together and 
drive the Climate and therefore the performance of the 
organisation is, of course, a critical focus of our work. 

Pair working is a critical technique that generates sound data 
together with creating a sense of involvement with those 
people who will of course eventually become the subject or 
recipient of the organisational improvements resulting from 
the research. 
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