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How to measure client outcomes

Choosing your method: 
survey or focus group?

The agencies we worked with used two methods to 
collect outcomes information: surveys and focus groups. 
Surveys were used by most of the organisations we 
worked with. However, some organisations felt that a 
focus group was more appropriate for their clients.

This document is part of the series How to measure client outcomes produced by 
Advice Services Alliance as part of the Working Together for Advice Project.  The whole 
series can be found at www.asauk.org.uk/adviceoutcomes.
ASA is a Company Limited by Guarantee, registered in England & Wales no. 3533317.  
6th Floor, 63, St Mary Axe, London EC3A 8AA.  Charity no.1112627.



 2

How to measure client outcomes

www.asauk.org.uk/adviceoutcomes

Benefits of surveys

•	 Once you’ve written your survey you can use it as many times 
as you want. This means you can collect information from a 
large number of clients. 

•	 You can re-use the survey at intervals allowing you to see 
whether there has been a change over time in how your clients 
answer the questions. 

•	 You can use different types of questions. For example, 
questions that require clients to rate their experience or feelings 
on a numbered scale, and open questions that allow clients 
to express themselves more freely in their own words. The 
information you get from these different types of questions may 
be useful to you for different purposes. 

•	 You can carry out surveys in different ways: face-to-face 
interview, phone interview, they can be posted to clients for self-
completion	or	completed	online.	This	flexibility	of	methods	may	
enable you to get more responses (but bear in mind that postal 
and online surveys tend to have lower response rates than 
when a client is interviewed).
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Focus groups

Focus groups do not have some of the more obvious advantages 
of surveys. For example, focus groups work best with small groups 
of people, therefore you will have to limit the number of clients you 
include in your outcomes project.

Facilitating a focus group is a skilled job and you may need to hire 
an external facilitator. You will also need to record and transcribe 
the focus group. Both of these things will add to the cost of holding 
the focus group.

Even so, some of the agencies we worked with felt that surveys 
would not work with their clients and that conducting a focus group 
would be much more appropriate. In particular, agencies that 
worked	with	clients	that	suffered	from	mental	health	difficulties	felt	
that surveys could have a damaging impact on their clients.

This was because they thought that, for some clients, having to 
answer a question about how their problem affected them or their 
level of stress might remind them of a negative experience or stir 
up those feelings of stress. Therefore an environment in which 
clients were not asked directly about their problems and were 
free to express themselves in their own way would be safer for 
those	clients	(see	later	briefing	on	how	to	ask	questions	in	focus	
groups).

There are also other advantages to holding focus groups:

•	 Focus	groups	allow	for	a	free-flowing	discussion.	This	can	result	
in	you	finding	out	that	your	advice	has	affected	your	clients	in	
ways that you had not anticipated.

•	 Once your focus group is set up, it is quite a quick way of 
collecting information. It is a one-off event, unlike surveys which 
may take several weeks or months to carry out. 


