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PREFACE 

 
 

Our first task in approaching  
 another people,  
 another culture,  
 another religion,  
is to take off our shoes,  
for the place we are approaching is holy.   
Else we may find ourselves  
treading on men's dreams.   
More serious still we may forget  
that God was there before our arrival. 

 
John V. Taylor.  The Primal Vision. 

 
 
 

It is easier to push  
an ocean steamer from its pier  
than to stop and  
redirect a cutter in movement. 
To direct a church  
in its movement  
and attitude  
is difficult. 

 
Author unknown 

 
 
 

We must substitute, before it is too late, 
imagination for tradition; 
generosity for shrewdness; 
understanding for bargaining; 
toughness for caution; 
and wisdom for prejudice.” 

 
Harry Dexter White 
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GENERAL CLASS INFORMATION 

 
 

Class Acronym: MSSN 546 
Class Name:  Ministry in Cultural and Religious Context 
Semester & Year: Spring 2013  
Class Location: Southeastern California Conference Office, Riverside,  
   CA 
Class Time/Day: 1:00 pm – 5:00 pm Sunday - Thursday  

8:00 am – 12:00 pm Monday - Thursday 
    
 Credits Offered: 3 

 
 
 

INSTRUCTOR CONTACT  

 
 

Instructor:  Rudi Maier, Ph.D  
Telephone:  269.281.1702 
Email:   Rmaier@andrews.edu 
Office Location: N/A 
Office Hours:  By appointment 
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BULLETIN COURSE DESCRIPTION 

 
 
MSSN 546 Ministry in Cultural and Religious Context explores missiological principles with an 
emphasis on the cultural and religious context, and the development of cultural sensitivity and cross-
cultural communication skills for Christian witness. 
 
 
 

COURSE OBJECTIVES  

 
 
Overview of Course: 
 
Society surrounds us and penetrates our being almost as much as the air we breathe.  We humans 
are social beings--not just from force of habit, but because otherwise we could not survive.  We 
are all born into human groups and derive our identities, hopes, fears, troubles, and satisfactions 
from them.  We live out our brief lives, for better or worse, in a society that existed long before 
we were born and will presumably exist after we are gone. 
 
Over countless generations, our ancestors pondered human nature, as it seemed to reveal itself in 
the social life of our society.  Why do human beings form families, and why do they worship 
gods?  Why is the way of life of one group so different from that of another? What makes some 
people break social rules while others obey them?  Why are some people rich when others are 
poor?  What makes one group go to war with another?  What might a human being who had not 
been raised in the company of other people be like?  What holds societies together, and why do 
all societies continually change over time? 
 
Until quite recently the answers to these and similar questions came from intuition, from 
speculation, and from the dead weight of myth, superstition, and "folk wisdom" handed down 
from the past.  Only in the course of the past century or so has a new method been applied to the 
study of human society and social behavior--the method of science, which provides answers 
drawn from facts collected by systematic research. 
 
This new method of inquiry has produced the lively disciplines of sociology and anthropology. 
Sociology is the scientific study of human society and social behavior.  Sociologists inquire into 
the nature and causes of regularized and repeatable patterns of human thought and conduct.  
Unlike psychologists, who focus on the thoughts and actions characteristic of distinctive 
individuals, sociologists are interested mainly in the thoughts and actions that are shared by 
persons as members of groups or societies.  Anthropology is the study of man.  It is a very broad 
field devoted to the study of humankind.  It is actually a composite discipline consisting of a 
number of closely related subfields (cultural anthropology, physical anthropology, 
anthropological linguistics, archeology, etc.). of which cultural anthropology has been seen as 
the most important in the preparation of cross-cultural workers (because it gives workers a tool 
to understand other cultures). 
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Many of the findings of sociology and anthropology (particularly cultural anthropology) form an 
important part of this course.  It is only through this sort of broad-based approach that the nature 
and causes of human social life can be properly understood. 
 
 
The Focus of this Course: 
 
This course does not aim to describe any particular culture or system in society; it is rather a 
collection of basic social science concepts and principles that hold for all cultures, but especially 
for religious phenomena in them.  
 
"Know thyself!" is a maxim particularly applicable to anyone engaged in activities outside his or 
her own cultural environment.  One of the main assignments will be to see oneself as a player not 
only in society, but also as a member in one's own congregation. 
 
The course Ministry in Cultural & Religious Context does not attempt to cover the entire field of 
anthropological and sociological knowledge and skills that might prove useful for mission and 
ministry.  It will provide students with a number of tools which hopefully will be useful for 
them, to learn to understand themselves as well as the society as a whole, and their particular 
communities--inside as well as outside the church. 
 
 
As a result of this course I expect students to:  

 
BE:  

 
World Christians engaged in Great Commission activities 
Aware of the enormity of the unfinished task of world evangelization 
An agent for sharing the need for continued engagement in world mission  
Able to teach and train church members to become involved in world mission 
 

KNOW: 
 
The importance of understanding the local context for any ministry or mission  
The problems and opportunities Adventists face in mission 
The difference between cultural baggage and gospel content 
 

DO: 
 
Develop attitudes and skills for missiological reflection as a basis of ministry  
Develop attitudes of respect and appreciation for those from other backgrounds 
Develop an intercultural perspective for ministry 
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TEXTBOOKS AND RECOMMENDED READING 

 
 
Required: 
 

Ralph Winter and Steven Hawthorne (eds).  Perspectives on the World Christian 
Movement: A Reader,4th edition, Pasadena, Calif. : William Carey Library, c2009 

 
Dimitrius, Jo-Ellan and Mark Mazzarella.  Reading People.  How to Understand People 

and Predict their Behavior—Anytime, Anyplace.  New York, NY: Ballantine Books, 
1999.  Available online as e-book: 
http://sirpabs.ilahas.com/ebooks/Social%20Interactions/Reading%20People%20HOW%20TO
%20UNDERSTAND%20PEOPLE%20AND%20PREDICT%20THEIR%20BEHAVIOR-
ANYTIME,%20ANYPLACE%20-%20Jo-Ellan%20Dimitrius.pdf• 

 

Recommended (Optional): 
 

Sire, James W.  The Universe Next Door.  Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001.  
 

Charles R. Taber.  2000.   To Understand the World, to Save the World.  The Interface 
Between Missiology and the Social Sciences.  Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press 
International. 

 
Class Bibliography: 
 

See Attachment 1 for a bibliography (unfortunately not updated for some time) 
 
 
 

BEFORE CLASS REQUIREMENTS 

 
 

1. Read the following chapters in Perspectives on the World Christian Movement: A 
Reader, edited by Ralph Winter and Steven Hawthorne.. 

 
1, 2, 4, 7, 10 
12, 13, 15, 17, 18 
19, 20, 21, 24, 25 
27, 28, 30, 32, 34 
36, 39, 40, 43, 45 
49, 51, 52, 53, 54 

64, 65, 69, 71, 72 
74, 75, 77, 78, 83 
84, 85, 86, 95, 96 
97, 98, 99, 100, 101 
102, 104, 106, 109, 110 
111, 126, 127, 133, 134 

 

http://sirpabs.ilahas.com/ebooks/Social%20Interactions/Reading%20People%20HOW%20TO%20UNDERSTAND%20PEOPLE%20AND%20PREDICT%20THEIR%20BEHAVIOR-ANYTIME,%20ANYPLACE%20-%20Jo-Ellan%20Dimitrius.pdf
http://sirpabs.ilahas.com/ebooks/Social%20Interactions/Reading%20People%20HOW%20TO%20UNDERSTAND%20PEOPLE%20AND%20PREDICT%20THEIR%20BEHAVIOR-ANYTIME,%20ANYPLACE%20-%20Jo-Ellan%20Dimitrius.pdf
http://sirpabs.ilahas.com/ebooks/Social%20Interactions/Reading%20People%20HOW%20TO%20UNDERSTAND%20PEOPLE%20AND%20PREDICT%20THEIR%20BEHAVIOR-ANYTIME,%20ANYPLACE%20-%20Jo-Ellan%20Dimitrius.pdf
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2. Interactive Papers:  
 

Write interactive papers based on your reading. Each paper should be 2 pages, single 
spaced with the following headings and no cover:  
 

 
MSSN 546 Ministry in Cultural and Religious Context 

Interaction Paper No___ 
 

Name:  _____________________      Key Concept:  _______________ 
 

 
Discuss 10 of the following 12 key concepts and how the are impacting in your own 
ministry 

 
The Key Concepts section should not be more one third of the paper with the 
remaining two thirds of the page reserved for the Impact on Ministry section. In this 
application section you should reflect on why this concept is important to your 
ministry, how it can be used, anticipated positive or negative reactions, and also share 
why you agree or disagree with this concept as being important for mission and 
ministry. Each paper is worth 30 points for a total of 300 points. Papers are due at 
the end of the intensive class session. 

 
List of key concepts (select 10):  
 

   [1] Status of the Unreached (incl. 10/40 window) 
   [2] People Group Concept (incl. Unreached People Groups) 
   [3] Perception of Reality, Filters that Affect Perception, and Reality vs. 

REALITY 
   [4] Mono-Cultural vs. Cross-Cultural Perspective 
   [5] Form and Meaning 
   [6] Worldview (incl. 6 worldview functions; and two ways to change worldview) 
   [7] Describe the critical contextualization process (incl. what the three safeguards 

are when doing contextualization 
   [8] Discuss the relationships between the church and the Kingdom of God 

(include 6 point listed in the text and explain them) 
   [9] Factors that impact form and meaning concepts 
[10] The Kingdom of God and Election 
[11] The strengths and weaknesses of the restrictivist and univeralist positions 
[12] Explain several factors that cause a person to be more open to change. Which 

ones are easy and which ones are difficult for you to practice and why? 
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AFTER CLASS REQUIREMENTS 

 

1. Read the entire book Reading People.  How to Understand People and Predict their 
Behavior—Anytime, Anyplace. 

 
2. Write a 3-4-page single spaced analytical/critical book review on the textbook.  For 

guidelines of how to prepare an acceptable review see enclosed guidelines in Attachment 
2: Organization and Structure of a Critical Book Review. DUE: August 30, 2013. 

 
3. Focus Group Assignment:  Establish a focus group in your church (between 5-10 members). 

The members of the focus group should have been members in your church for more than 10 
years (ideally even longer, that is “old-timers”). Let them help you to understand your 
congregation (but also the denomination) has changed during their time as members in the 
church: demographically, theological issues/discussions, worship, church attendance, “standards”, 
etc. Why do they think these changes have taken place?  Write a 3-4 page summary including 
your response/analysis (outline a “strategy” how your ministry and that of your church needs to 
change) . DUE: August 30, 2013. 

 
 

TIME INVESTMENT FOR THIS COURSE 

Advanced theological education is no ‘cake-walk’, nor is it intended to ‘wear out the saints’.  
Designed to immerse the learner in deep theological study and introspective reflection, seminary 
course expectation is to challenge the student by examining his/her own premises against the 
study, research and inspiration of biblical scholarship.   
 
This will take intentionality and time on your part.  Course load is guided by the expectation that 
students will spend a total of 45 hours of course exposure to earn 1 hour of academic credit.  
That translates into 135 hours for a 3-credit course.  Students are advised to spend their time 
accordingly to meet course requirements and deadlines. The following rule guides reading, 
research, and writing assignments for Seminary courses: 
 

• Average reading speed    15-20 pages/hr. 
• Average writing speed    3 hr./page 
• Exam preparation     4-8 hours 
 

Based on these averages, requirements for this class will take the average student the following: 
 

• Required Reading  (Perspectives)    40 hrs 
• Ten Interactive Papers    20 hrs 
• Required Reading (Reading People)   30 hrs 
• Critical Book Report    10 hrs 
• Focus Group Assignment      5 hrs 
• Hours in Class     30 hrs 
Approximate Total Hours for Class                      135 hrs  
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GRADING CRITERIA AND COURSE ASSESSMENTS 

 
 

1. Criteria for Grades: 
 

The final grade will be based on the following: 

 Ten Interactive Papers on Perspectives (30 pts each)  300 points 
 Analytical book review Reading People   500 points 
 Focus Group Report      200 points 

       Total Points            1,000 points 
 
 

2. Grades are figured on the following scale: 
 
100-  94% A 
  93-  90% A- 
  

89-  87% B+ 
86-  84% B 
80-  83% B- 

79-  77% C+ 
76-  74% C 
73-  70% C- 

69-  67% D+ 
66-  64% D 
63-  60% D- 

 
 

3. Assignment Submission 
 
Please submit all assignments to Rmaier@andrews.edu 
 

 
4. Late Submission 

 
The following penalties will be applied for late assignments: 

 
Assignments received by due date: (possible A grade) 
Delay up to   60 days:  (no better than an A-  grade) 
Delay up to   90 days:  (no better than a   B+ grade) 
Delay up to 120 days:  (no better than a   B   grade) 
Delay up to 150 days:  (no better than a   C   grade) 

 
 

. 
 
 
 
 
 
  

mailto:Rmaier@andrews.edu
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ASSESSING LEARNING OUTCOME 
 

 
 

Student Learning Outcomes (SLO) 
 SLO  

Indicators 
Assessment  

Methods 
Portfolio  
Artifacts 

1 Understand & explain the 
enormity of the unfinished 
task of world evangelization 
 
 
 

Prepare 10 interactive papers on 
key missiological issues (pre-
session assignment). Explain 
key concepts (one-third of 
paper). 

10 reports on preselected issues 
raised in Perspectives 

2 Know and be able to apply 
key missiological concepts 
(taken from the social 
sciences) to today’s 
ministerial needs. 
 

Prepare 10 interactive papers on 
key missiological issues (pre-
session assignment), followed 
by an “application section” to 
their own ministry in NAD (two 
thirds of paper). 

10 reports on preselected issues 
raised in Perspectives 

3 Be able to analyze the 
growing need in today’s 
changing world and find 
ways to develop more 
comprehensive and relevant 
ministries. 

Able to apply concepts learned 
in outside reading 
(Perspectives) in class 
discussions 

Class participation 
 

4 Understand how to use tools 
that would be of help to 
make ministry more 
relevant.   
 
 

Establish a Focus Group in their 
own church that will analyze 
the changing nature of their 
church and its world around 
them 

Focus Group Report (part one) 

5 Be able to build bridges 
between a local congregation 
and the communities around 
them. 
 
 

Reflection on Focus Group 
findings and developing a 
relevant direction of ministry 
(personal as well as 
congregational) 

Second part of Focus Group 
Report 

6 Ability to learn to read 
“critically” and to be more 
perceptive of others. 
 
 
 

Preparation of a “critical book 
review” based on clearly 
outlined guidelines 

Critical book review on Reading 
People. 
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CLASS POLICIES 

 
 

1. Disability Accommodations 
 
If you qualify for accommodations under the American Disabilities Act, please see me as 
soon as possible for referral and assistance in arranging such accommodations. 

 
2. Emergency Protocols 

 
Andrews University takes the safety of its students seriously. Signs identifying 
emergency protocol are posted throughout the buildings. Instructors will provide 
guidance and direction to students in the classroom in the event of an emergency 
affecting that specific location. It is important that you follow these instructions and stay 
with your instructor during any evacuation or sheltering emergency. 

 
3. Class Attendance 

 
“Regular attendance at all classes, laboratories and other academic appointments is 
required for each student. Faculty members are expected to keep regular attendance 
records. Whenever the number of absences exceeds 10% of the total course 
appointments, the teacher may give a failing grade.  Merely being absent from campus 
does not exempt the student from this policy. Absences recorded because of late 
registration, suspension, and early/late vacation leaves are not excused.  The class work 
missed may be made up only if the teacher allows. Three tardies are equal to one 
absence.”   

Andrews University Bulletin 2010, page 29-30 
 

4. Excused Absences 
 

“Excuses for absences due to illness are granted by the teacher.  Proof of illness is 
required.  Residence hall students are required to see a nurse on the first day of any 
illness which interferes with class attendance.  Non-residence hall students should show 
written verification of illness obtained from their own physician.  Excuses for absences 
not due to illness are issued directly to the dean’s office.  Excused absences do not 
remove the student’s responsibility to complete all requirements of a course.  Class work 
is made up by permission of the teacher”. 

AU Bulletin 
 

5. Academic Integrity 
 

“In harmony with the mission statement (p.18), Andrews University expects that students 
will demonstrate the ability to think clearly for themselves and exhibit personal and 
moral integrity in every sphere of life. Thus, students are expected to display honesty in 
all academic matters.                    
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Academic dishonesty includes (but is not limited to) the following acts: falsifying official 
documents; plagiarizing, which includes copying others’ published work, and/or failing 
to give credit properly to other authors and creators; misusing copyrighted material 
and/or violating licensing agreements (actions that may result in legal action in addition 
to disciplinary action taken by the University); using media from any source or medium, 
including the Internet (e.g., print, visual images, music) with the intent to mislead, 
deceive or defraud; presenting another’s work as one’s own (e.g. placement exams, 
homework, assignments); using material during a quiz or examination other than those 
specifically allowed by the teacher or program; stealing, accepting, or studying from 
stolen quizzes or examination materials; copying from another student during a regular or 
take-home test or quiz; assisting another in acts of academic dishonesty (e.g., falsifying 
attendance records, providing unauthorized course materials).  

 
Andrews University takes seriously all acts of academic dishonesty.  Such acts as 
described above are subject to incremental discipline for multiple offenses and severe 
penalties for some offenses.  These acts are tracked in the office of the Provost.  Repeated 
and/or flagrant offenses will be referred to the Committee for Academic Integrity for 
recommendations on further penalties.  Consequences may include denial of admission, 
revocation of admission, warning from a teacher with or without formal documentation, 
warning from a chair or academic dean with formal documentation, receipt of a reduced 
or failing grade with or without notation of the reason on the transcript, suspension or 
dismissal from the course, suspension or dismissal from the program, expulsion from the 
university, or degree cancellation.  Disciplinary action may be retroactive if academic 
dishonesty becomes apparent after the student leaves the course, program or university  

 
Departments or faculty members may publish additional, perhaps more stringent, 
penalties for academic dishonesty in specific programs or courses”.  

AU Bulletin 
 

6. Computer Use in Class 
 

Computers are welcomed in the classroom as long as they are used for note-taking during 
lectures. Surfing the web, playing computer games and using your laptop for other 
activities are a distraction to others, are dishonest to your sponsors, and show a lack of 
maturity of those aspiring to the ministry 

 
7. Examinations 

 
“Credit is not granted in courses unless the required examinations are completed by the 
student.  Students are expected to follow the published examination schedule.  In cases 
where the schedule requires a student to complete four exams in one day, arrangements 
may be made with the dean to complete one of the examinations at another time”.   

 
AU Bulletin 
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8. Language and Grammar 
 

There is an expectation that a student enrolled in a graduate program possesses advanced 
written language skills, particularly in the language in which the degree is acquired.  
Thus, no special consideration will be given to English as a second language learners or 
native-English speakers who have yet to obtain mastery in written English.  Such students 
are advised to seek the assistance of the campus writing lab or procure the services of an 
editor prior to the submission of their assignments.  Tips for success include reading your 
assignments aloud and having someone else do likewise prior to submission.  This 
practice will provide you with immediate feedback on your written assignments.   
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OUTLINE OF COURSE TOPICS 

 
 

(This outline is only suggestive.  The sequence and the subject matter might change throughout the 
course.  Not all subjects listed below will be covered to the same degree of depth). 
 
1. INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 
 

1. THE NEED FOR A MORE COMPREHENSIVE PERSPECTIVE ON MISSION 
AND MINISTRY 
Typical theology training focuses on exclusively the message – The gulf between 
ourselves and the people (the need for a clearer understanding of ourselves and the 
people) – A holistic model of humanity (see Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs) 

 
2. THE ROLE OF A CHRISTIAN IN THE SECULAR WORLD 

The Secular World – The Post-Modern World – Three Models of being “Christian” in the 
World (Separational Model, Identificational Model, and Transformational Model) 

 
 3. THE NEW CONTEXT OF MISSION AND MINISTRY  

If the World were a Village of a 1000 people – Religious Pluralism vs. Post-Modernism – 
Economics vs. Poverty – Changing Demographics of the World – Structural “Sins” – 
Societal “Sins” – Societal Issues in your Communities 

 
 4. HOW TO MINISTER IN THE NEW PERSPECTYIVE OF THE WORLD 

Building Bridges – People from Other Faiths – Cross-cultural Communication 
 
 5. TOOLS AND METHODS 

Why Anthropology for cross-cultural witness – What is Anthropology – The Sociological 
Perspective – Basic Research Methods - Limitations of the Use of the Social Sciences to 
Mission and Ministry 

 
II. TOPICAL STUDIES IN SOCIETY, CULTURE AND RELIGION 
 

1. CHURCH AND CULTURE 
The Concept of Culture – The Significance of Culture – Worldview – Culture and the 
Individual – Culture and Society – Cultural Changes – Church and Culture – Gospel and 
Culture 

 
 2. CHURCH AND SOCIETY 

Social Change – Sources of Social Change – Theories of Social Change – Modernization 
– Globalization – Economics -- Poverty – Exploitation – Racism 

 
 3. RELIGIOUS CHANGES 

Modernity – Post-modernity – Religious Pluralism – Eastern Religions – New Age – 
Atheism – The Relevance of Traditional Religion – Changes in Adventist Mission 
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INSTRUCTOR PROFILE 

 
 

       Rudi Maier, PhD 

 

Born in Germany, Rudi Maier has served in overseas work for the Seventh-day Adventist Church in 
Pakistan and Sri Lanka for eight years. During those years, he has been involved in grassroots work, 
which included community dialogue and development. 

Trained as a pastor at Pacific Union College (BA in Theology) and Andrews University (MDiv), he saw 
the need to incorporate anthropology and sociology as well as community development in his work. His 
community programs included strong components of dialogue and the strengthening of local village 
leadership. 

He studied at the Paradeniya University, Sri Lanka (Buddhism), University of Chicago (MA in Cultural 
Anthropology and Buddhism), and the American University in Washington, DC (PhD in Sociology and 
International Development). 
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Attachment 2 
 
 

ORGANIZATION AND STRUCTURE OF A CRITICAL BOOK REVIEW 
 

I. INTRODUCTION - In this section you will establish the context of the parameters of your 
inquiry.  Introduce in two or three paragraphs  
(1) the topic or subject of the book.  
(2) Explain the importance and/or rationale for examining it. (10 points) 

 
II. DISCUSSION OR BODY OF THE ESSAY - This section is the core of your paper.  It is at this 

point that you should present the details of your essay.  It should include:  
(1) the thesis or the essence of the book;  
(2) the representative arguments supporting the thesis;  
(3) the strengths and weaknesses of each approach; 
(4) all relevant supportive information being used by the author(s) to support their arguments; 
(5) methodological issues of the book; and  
(6) discussion of data sources. 

 
 Be sure to accurately summarize the main points of the respected authors/ perspectives (give page 

references) and evaluate their contributions in the context of existing literature and competing 
intellectual traditions (if appropriate).  The above agenda should be adequately addresses in three or 
four pages.  This is your opportunity to critically examine the competing arguments as well as their 
explanatory “power.”  Note, the reader should have sufficient information to make his/her own 
decision as to the “best” explanatory model. (50 points) 

 
III. CONCLUSION –  

(1) Restate the basic issues of your topic, and summarize the assumptions of the competing 
perspectives. 

(2) Now is the time to identify the approach or argument that you believe offers the most 
powerful explanation of the subject under study.  This is your opportunity to convince the 
reader that your approach provides the best explanation. 

(3) Your final argument should emphasize the strengths of your analysis as well as weakness of 
the others. (30 points) 

 
IV. FINAL CHECKLIST – 

(1) Do you have a title page?   
(2) Does the title of the essay clearly convey the purpose or objective of the paper?   
(3) Do the subheadings clearly guide the reader through your essay? 
(4) Are all the pages numbered? 
(5) Have you checked for spelling and grammatical errors? 
(6) Are all citations correctly referenced? 
(7) Are any informational endnotes required? (10 points) 

 
 The length of the paper has been indicated in the syllabus.  The text should be single-spaced  (type 

size 12 points) with a margin of 1 inch at all sides.  No special cover is requires, but each paper has 
to be stapled at the upper left hand corner.  Only type-written papers are accepted. 
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Attachment 3 
 
 

CONDUCTING A FOCUS GROUP 
What are Focus Groups? And why we use them? 

 
Most people love to be asked their opinion and they're generally not shy about voicing it. 
 
A focus group is basically a way to reach out to your potential users for feedback and comment. 
Organizations generally use focus groups in planning, marketing, or evaluation, either to 
improve some specific product or service or, more globally, during the development of strategic 
plans or mission statements. 
 
In the context of CIMEL project, focus groups help evaluate usability of the interface and 
representative content.  Focus groups answer questions that the development cannot resolve and 
can lead to new ideas. 
 
Specifically, a focus group session concentrates on: 
 

• Gathering opinions, beliefs, and attitudes about issues of interest to your organization  
• Testing your assumptions  
• Encouraging discussion about a particular topic  
• Building excitement from spontaneous combination of participants' comments  
• Providing an opportunity to learn more about a topic or issue.  

 
We divide the activity of conducting a focus group into ‘three main phases’: 
 
I. BEFORE THE FOCUS GROUP 

 
1. Define the purpose, i.e. objectives of the focus group 

 
This has to be clear and specific. The more defined the objective the easier the rest of 
the process.  
 

2. Establish a timeline 
 
A focus group cannot be developed overnight. The planning has to start several weeks 
ahead of the actual session; experts say 6 to 8 weeks realistically. Make sure you have 
enough take time to identify the participants, develop and test the questions, locate a 
site, invite and follow up with participants, and gather the materials for the sessions. 
 

3. Identify the participants 
 

• Determine how many participants you need and how many to invite.  
• Develop a list of key attributes to seek in participants based on the purpose of the 

focus group. 
• Using the list of attributes, brainstorm about possible participants.  
• Secure names and contact information, finalize the list, and send invitations. 
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Attachment 3—Conducting a Focus Group, continued 
 

Focus groups should consist of six to twelve participants. Fewer than six participants 
tends to limit the conversation, because there is not enough diversity to spark energy 
and creativity. A group larger than twelve gets to be unwieldy, and voices get lost.  
However, you should invite more, allowing for no-shows.  

 
4. Generate the questions 

 
Because a focus group will last for little more than one or two hours, you will only have 
time for four to seven questions. You may include one or two introductory or warm-up 
questions and then get to the more serious questions that get at the heart of the purpose. 
 
To be effective, focus group questions should be open-ended and move from the 
general to the specific.  E.g., after asking the question, “What do you like about the user 
interface?” you might ask, “If you could build a new user interface from scratch, what 
would you put in to make a better one?” or “What would make the user interface more 
appealing to your peers?” or even more specific, “Do you have any suggestions about 
what the personae (faces)—what they should look like or what they should do?” 

 
• Once you have a list of questions, look at your purpose statement again. 
• Keep questions that are really important and that qualify for your purpose. 

Eliminate as many questions as possible.  
• Rewrite the questions with good editing. 
• Order the questions that will be comfortable for the participants, i.e. moving from 

general to specific. 
 

5. Develop a script 
 

Generating questions is a prelude to developing a more detailed script for your focus 
group. 
 
Plan on a one - to two -hour time frame. A minimum of one hour is recommended 
because the process requires some time for opening and closing remarks as well as at 
least one or two questions. Be cautious not to exceed two hours. 
 
There are three parts to a focus group script:  

 
• The opening is the time for the facilitator to welcome the group, introduce the 

purpose and context of the focus group, explain what a focus group is and how it 
will flow, and make the introductions. 

• The question section is where you ask the questions that you designed and tested 
in Step 4. 

• The closing section wraps up the focus group. This includes thanking the 
participants, giving them an opportunity and avenue for further input, telling them 
how the data will be used, and explaining when the process will be completed. 
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Attachment 3—Conducting a Focus Group, continued 
 

6. Select a facilitator 
 

A focus group facilitator should be able to deal tactfully with outspoken group 
members, keep the discussion on track, and make sure every participant is heard. 
 
The facilitator should be knowledgeable about the project.  He or she can be a staff 
member, volunteer, or member of a committee or task force. 
 
Be wary of anything about the facilitator (or facilitators) that might make participants 
uncomfortable. For example, you may not want the organization's executive director to 
facilitate a staff focus group about a new performance appraisal system. 

 
7. Choose the location 

 
You Need a setting which can accommodate the participants and where they would feel 
comfortable expressing their opinions. 
 
When choosing a location, ask these questions: 

 
• What message does the setting send? (Is it corporate, upscale, cozy, informal, 

sterile, inviting?)  
• Does the setting encourage conversation?  
• How will the setting affect the information gathered? Will the setting bias the 

information offered?  
• Can it comfortably accommodate nine to fifteen people (six to twelve participants 

plus facilitators), where all can view each other?  
• Is it easily accessible? (Consider access for people with disabilities, safety, 

transportation, parking, etc.)  
 

II. CONDUCT THE FOCUS GROUP 
 
It’s time to actually conduct the session! 
 
1. The materials you might need for the session are:  

 
• Notepads and pencils  
• Computer with presentation 
• Flip chart or easel paper  
• Focus group script  
• List of participants  
• Markers  
• Masking tape 
• Name tags  
• Refreshments  
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Attachment 3—Conducting a Focus Group, continued 
 

2. Watch or clock  
 

• The facilitator should arrive before the participants, set out the refreshments, and 
arrange the room so all participants can view one another -- U-shaped seating or 
all at one table is best.  

• As participants arrive, the facilitator should set the tone for a comfortable, 
enjoyable discussion by welcoming them just as would any gracious host. 

• Introduce yourself and the co-facilitator, if used. 
• Explain the means to record the session.  Make sure you record the session! 
• Carry out the focus group as per the plan and script. 
• The facilitator should have some room for spontaneity, i.e., asking spontaneous 

questions that arise from the discussion, probing deeper into a topic. 
 

3. Attention to the following items will help ensure success 
 

• Set the tone; participants should have fun and feel good about the session.  
• Make sure every participant is heard; draw out quieter group members. 
• Get full answers (not just "we need more money" but "we need more money to 

hire a receptionist to answer phones").  
• Monitor time closely; don’t exceed time limits. 
• Keep the discussion on track; try to answer all or most of the questions. 
• Head off exchanges of opinion about individual items. 

 
III. AFTER THE FOCUS GROUP 
 

1. Make any notes on your written notes, e.g., to clarify any scratching, ensure pages 
are numbered, fill out any notes that don't make senses, etc.  

 
2. Interpret and Report the Results: 

 
3. There are three steps to creating a report on your focus group:  

 
• Summarize each meeting.  The facilitator should review the session with another 

person to capture fresh impressions.  
 

Finally, transcribe notes that were taken soon after the session is over and write a 
summary of the focus group.  
 
The quick turnaround time on the transcription helps avoid memory lapses. It's 
easiest for the facilitator or recorder to remember what was meant by a particular 
acronym or shorthand immediately following the session than it is a month later.  
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Attachment 3—Conducting a Focus Group, continued 
 

 
• Analyze the summaries. Start by reading all the focus group summaries in one 

sitting. Look for trends (comments that seem to appear repeatedly in the data) and 
surprises (unexpected comments that are worth noting). Keep in mind that context 
and tone are just as important as the reiteration of particular words. If a comment  
(or a number of comments) seemed to be phrased negatively, elicited emotional 
responses, or triggered many other comments, that would be worth noting in the 
analysis. 

 
• Write the report.  The final report can take many different shapes, but it should 

include all information about the background and purpose of the focus group, 
details of the sessions, results, and conclusions.   

 
4. Action Plan 

 
Now this report is ready for ‘translation into action’. Note that the researchers might be 
different from the people who organized the focus group, but they need to be aware of 
the focus group report in order for implementation of major issues that have been 
brought to attention by the group. 

 
Here are some suggestions for translating the results into action: 

 
• Schedule a meeting to review the summaries and discuss their implications.  
• Put the focus group information in context. Refer to your purpose statement and 

analyze the answers or insights the focus groups gave you. Compare, contrast, and 
combine the focus group information with information gathered from other 
sources such as surveys, interviews, or secondary research sources.  

• Highlight the main themes, issues, problems, or questions that arose in the focus 
groups. Discuss and record how you will address these.  

• If there is a lot of information, prioritize it. Then decide what actions need to be 
taken with regard to the priority items.  

 
 
Sources: 
 
Judith Sharken Simon, How To Conduct A Focus Group 
http://www.tgci.com/publications/99fall/conductfocusgp.html  (primary) 
 
Carter McNamara, Basics of Conducting Focus Groups 
 http://www.mapnp.org/library/evaluatn/focusgrp.htm#anchor911239  
 
The Small Schools Project, Conducting Focus Groups 
http://www.smallschoolsproject.org/tools/files/focusgroups.PDF 
 
This summary was taken from: http://www.cse.lehigh.edu/~glennb/mm/FocusGroups.htm 

http://www.tgci.com/publications/99fall/conductfocusgp.html
http://www.mapnp.org/library/evaluatn/focusgrp.htm#anchor911239
http://www.smallschoolsproject.org/tools/files/focusgroups.PDF
http://www.cse.lehigh.edu/~glennb/mm/FocusGroups.htm
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Attachment 4 
 
 

TIME TABLE (AND ASSIGNMENTS) 
 
 

DATES EVENTS/ASSIGNMENTS 

April 7-11 Class/Intensive Meetings 

April 7 Reading of assigned chapters in Perspectives completed 

April 11 Ten reaction papers to key missiological concepts from Perspectives 
completed 

August 30 Critical Book Report on Reading People 

August 30 Focus Group Report 
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