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I. Introduction – The purpose of focus groups 
 

The main goal of Activity 2: Setting up the training programme for young volunteers was to develop 

the training programme and guidebook for volunteers for the selected volunteers in the project. In 

the preparation of the project, it was foreseen that focus groups would be organized as a means to 

gain inputs and feedback on the drafted contents for the training. To ensure that the training and 

guidebook could be aligned to the needs of youth and the community, focus groups (w/6-12 

persons/country) were foreseen for specific groups. The groups were foreseen as follows: 1) The 

selected participants: 2) Parents of persons w/disabilities; 3) professionals working directly with 

persons w/disabilities (e.g. teachers, assistants, social care workers, medical professionals, etc.). 

For each group, an online format was foreseen where 1 joint online meeting would be organized as 

to bring Croatian & Italian participants together (3 groups*1 joint meeting/group=3 meetings). At 

meetings, it was planned to present the programme and discuss its possible impact. Focus group 

participants were to provide feedback on the proposed contents and complete a questionnaire 

describing what other changes should take place.  

 

II. How the activity was implemented (and adjusted) 
 

After the project was approved the socio-economic situation in Croatia and Italy changed drastically.  

The COVID-19 pandemic was declared over and this allowed the project team to examine the 

possibility of organizing more in-person activities. ŽIR and Cavriago examined the original format 

proposed for the focus groups, and both partners agreed that the format may be problematic. During 

the pandemic, both partners had mixed results while using online tools (Skype, ZOOM, Microsoft 

Teams, etc.). It was also noted that the IT skills of certain groups could be limited (e.g. parents and 

guardians of persons with disabilities), which could impact the effectiveness of the meetings.  Also, 

language was noted as potential barrier, as the need for constant translation support for some 

participants could hamper the presentation of the training concept and approach to focus group 

participants.  

 

In order to address these barriers/challenges, it was agreed that the partnership needed to change 

the approach to the implementation of the focus groups. The change that both sides considered the 

most effective would be in-person meetings for each group of stakeholders.  This meant that there 

that the plan would be to gather local stakeholders for focus group meetings (joint meetings as an 

approach were abandoned), present the project training approach and gather feedback via 

discussions.  Concerning the use of questionnaires with the focus group participants, it was also 

examined as an approach. It was considered too impersonal as it limits participants to a tool, not a 

person who can make the appropriate changes to the training approach.  In order to ensure that the 

participants felt that their inputs were appreciated and taken into consideration, discussion questions 

were prepared for focus group meetings. By discussing certain questions, stimulating exchanges of 

opinions and experience among participants and proposing certain contents and changes at the 

meetings, it was considered that more meaningful inputs could be gained.    

 

The following describes how the focus groups were organized in Croatia (by ŽIR) and in Italy 

(Cavriago) and the findings from the focus group meetings. 

 

 



   

 

Focus groups in Croatia  

 

3 focus groups (focus group meetings) were organized in Cestica, Croatia.  

 

The first focus group meeting was held on June 8th, 2023 in Cestica, and it lasted 1 hour. In total, 7 

professionals that work with persons with disabilities attended. The project (its goals and activities) 

and the methodology for the training of young volunteers were presented. After that, a questionnaire 

(paper format) was given to the participants in order to stimulate discussion on key themes covered 

in the training. Through the discussions, the experts mentioned that they (themselves) actually need 

such education since they often lack the tools and approaches to address the needs of persons with 

disabilities. Furthermore, they mentioned that they were unsatisfied with previous approaches taken 

to address the needs of persons of disabilities because they lack an inclusive approach.    

 

The second focus group meeting (held on June 9th 2023) in Cestica focused on the needs of parents 

with children with disabilities. It lasted 1 hour. In total, there were 9 parents in attendance. As the 

format of the meeting with professionals yielded results, the format was repeated. During the 

meeting, the parents expressed their support for the training approach as they need as much support 

as possible to ensure that their children have the opportunity to live in dignity and gain social 

inclusion in the community. Overall, the parents believed that some areas the project activities 

(training and others) needed to consider are creating an atmosphere of tolerance and building 

awareness in the community of how they can support such persons.  

 

The third focus group (held on June 10th 2023) focused on the volunteers that were selected for the 

programme (5 volunteers selected + one potential addition = 6 participants). The meeting was held 

over an hour. As the format from the other meetings yielded results, it was repeated. During the 

discussion, they mentioned that they appreciated the interactive approach proposed in the training. 

They mentioned that in past training, learning was mainly pure lectures (which was considered 

limiting).  

 

As a result of the focus group meetings, ŽIR was able to conclude that the training 

programme/methodology proposed in the project was taking the right approach. The considerations 

noted by the participants were used to adjust the proposed format for the volunteer guidebook 

proposed in the activity.  

 

The following provides a view of how the questionnaire was structured (used as a tool for 

discussions). Multiple choice formats allowed for participants to consider various options/opinions 

regarding the social inclusion of persons with disabilities.    

 



   

 

  

  
 

Fig. 1. Questionnaire used to create discussion at meetings (for Croatian groups only) 

   

Fig. 2. Photos from the focus groups  

 

 

 



   

 

Focus groups in Italy 

 

After the format change was agreed on, Cavriago made some additional changes to the format of 

the focus groups in order to ensure enhanced participation (and enhanced inputs from the targeted 

stakeholders).  

 

The first meeting was held on May 13th, 2023 in Cavraigo and the meeting lasted 1.5 hours. The 

focus of the meeting was to gain inputs from young people in the community and from experts that 

work with persons with disabilities. In order to promote the project and ensure that the project gains 

a footprint in the community, the meeting was held at the same time as the festival “Giovani in 

Europa/Youth in Europe” held in Cavriago on that day. At this meeting there were 10 participants (3 

young persons and 7 experts). The project was presented as well as the main training approach.  

After that, the discussion took place to address the needs of youth.  Concerning the 30 hours of 

training foreseen in the project, young persons expressed that there is a need for flexibility as many 

young persons have to balance multiple obligations (work, university, family, etc.). However, they 

expressed that the concept would benefit their career prospects.  The professionals/experts 

expressed that three is a lack of support in exercising the rights of persons with disabilities to acquire 

adequate education and employment; and a need for more actions and practical work with persons 

with disabilities in local communities. In that way, social inclusion can be effectively enhanced in 

Cavriago.  

 
The second focus group meeting was held in Cavriago on August 28th 2023 with parents of persons 
with disabilities and experts working with persons with disabilities. The meeting lasted 1.5 hours. In 
total 12 persons attended the meeting. The meeting began with the presentation of the project and 
its aims. After this, the approach to training was mentioned. The discussion based on set questions 
showed that there was interested in providing support to persons with Down's Syndrome in 
particular.  It was agreed by all participants that there is a lack of action focused on the needs of 
persons with disabilities and they are often left in the background.  The project was regarded as a 
positive action and they expressed their support for the training targeting young volunteers. 

 

Fig.3 From left to right: Photo from the meeting in Cavraigo in May 2023; and a photo from 
the 2nd meeting in Cavriago in August 2023  

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

III. Conclusions 
 

As a result of taking a pragmatic approach to the project implementation, the project team was able 

to effectively implement the focus groups (focus group meetings). The in-situ approach held with 

local stakeholders (parents, volunteers, and professionals working with persons with disabilities) 

along with changing the questionnaire into discussion questions allowed the project team to gain 

meaningful inputs and feedback that was used to further adjust the training concept and 

methodology originally proposed. The overall outcome of the meetings is highlighted below:  

 

• 36 persons providing inputs and feedback for the training programme 

o This was possible via the 3 formed focus groups based on specific target groups of 

the project (volunteers, parents with children/loved ones with disabilities and 

professionals that work with persons with disabilities) in Croatia and in Italy 

*Some persons attended multiple meetings and they were not counted twice. That 

accounts for the discrepancy below with the participant numbers. 

• 5 focus group meetings held in-situ 

o 3 focus group meetings in Croatia (22 participants in total) providing inputs and 

feedback for the training programme 

o 2 focus group meetings in Italy (22 participants in total) providing inputs and feedback 

for the training programme 

 

By using this approach to gaining feedback and inputs from the wider community for similar training, 

the partnership is certain that other similarly-minded organizations would have the same positive 

results. 

 

 


