LEARN: Intended Research Users Focus Group Semi-structured Discussion Guide 
Focus Group Introduction and Consent (5 minutes)
Welcome
Good morning/afternoon and thank you for joining us today. We are from Mathematica and we will be guiding the conversation today. My name is [FACILITATOR NAME] and I'm joined by [CO-FACILITATOR/NOTE-TAKER NAME].
Purpose and Context 
We are holding this focus group on behalf of the Administration for Children and Families (ACF). Our focus today is ACF-sponsored research and evaluation on welfare and family self-sufficiency topics. ACF conducts this research primarily through contracts and grants to research firms and university researchers. You may be most familiar with this research as research conducted by the ACF Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation or OPRE. Research staff in ACF work closely with program staff in the Office of Family Assistance (OFA) – the ACF program office which administers the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program (TANF) program – to produce and apply knowledge about how TANF, employment, and family self-sufficiency programs can best support the self-sufficiency and economic well-being of people and families with low incomes. 
We will add some links to the chat to help explain what we mean by ACF’s welfare, employment, and family self-sufficiency research. 
[FACILIATOR NOTE: ADD LINKS TO CHAT]
· About this research topic area: https://acf.gov/opre/topic/self-sufficiency-welfare-employment
· About recent and ongoing projects: https://acf.gov/opre/project/portfolios-research-welfare-and-family-self-sufficiency
· About past research in this topic area and questions to investigate through future research: https://acf.gov/opre/report/welfare-and-family-self-sufficiency-learning-agenda 
The purpose of this focus group is to get your perspective on what ACF can do to make the research it sponsors more useful to you. We’ll be asking questions about what information you need in your work, how you access research, things that help or hinder your use of research, and the types of research that ACF should prioritize. 
We are hosting this session as part of ACF’s Family Self-Sufficiency Learning, Engagement, and Research Knowledge Sharing Support (LEARN) project, which aims to maximize use of ACF’s welfare, employment, and family self-sufficiency research to inform policy, programs, practice, and—ultimately—to contribute to improved outcomes for children and families with low incomes. 
The focus group will last approximately 90 minutes. We understand not everyone may be able to stay for the full time, but we appreciate you participating as long as you can. Should you need to leave early, please use the chat feature to let us know. 
For reference, the informed consent letter attached to your calendar invite for today’s session includes everything we just covered about the project, your participation, and information on privacy and confidentiality. Did everyone have a chance to review the letter? [IF NOT, BRIEFLY REVIEW THE PARTICIPATION AND PRIVACY SECTION OF THE INFORMED CONSENT LETTER] Does anyone have any questions?
To help our discussion flow well, if you tend to be quiet, we encourage you to speak up when you have thoughts to share. If you tend to be more vocal, please also consider making space for others to contribute. If you prefer, please also feel free to use the chat feature to share thoughts. There are no right or wrong answers—we value all perspectives and look forward to learning from your experiences. 
OMB Statement 
An agency may not conduct or sponsor, and a person is not required to respond to, a collection of information unless it displays a currently valid OMB control number. The OMB number and expiration date for this collection are [OMB # 0970-0356, Expiration: 1/31/2027].
If you have any questions about this study, please reach out to the project contacts, Marie Lawrence (Catherinemarie.Lawrence@acf.hhs.gov) or Scott Baumgartner (SBaumgartner@mathematica-mpr.com). 
Recording Consent 
We would like to record this conversation to ensure we capture the key points accurately. We will also use WebEx transcripts of the recording to augment our notetaking. In any notes or transcripts, we will remove names and other personal identifiers to protect your privacy. The recording will only be used by the research team and will be securely stored. 
Please give a verbal 'yes', put a thumbs up on your screen, or type 'yes' into the chat if you consent to participate in this focus group and for it to be recorded. If you do not consent to be recorded, please let us know now or exit the focus group at this time. If you choose to exit, we can follow up with the discussion questions by email and would welcome your input in that mode. 
[PAUSE FOR CONSENT]

Introductions (5 minutes)
Let's start with brief introductions. Please share your name, your organization or agency, and your role there, and how it relates to TANF, employment, and/or family self-sufficiency.
I’ll go first, followed by my colleague(s), [NAME(S)] and then I’ll ask people to go in the order they appear on my screen. 
[ADAPTATION FOR ADMINISTRATORS/SERVICE PROVIDERS: For FG4/FG5, revise intro question to ask participants to also include their experience in direct service or supervising practitioners. Following the intros, gently prompt participants to keep this framing front of mind as they answer discussion questions. For example, “That’s great to know and we will appreciate hearing about your work through the lens of direct service throughout our conversation. At several points in the conversation, we will prompt you to speak from that perspective—if you are able.”] 

Section 1: Research and Information Needs (15 minutes)
Let's start by talking about the types of research and information that are most important in your work.
Pulse Check #1: Perceptions of research [ACF NOTE: This pulse check can help us understand how different groups perceive research and ACF research - including what types of products and data come to mind, characteristics of research products, and any positive or negative associations with research or ACF.]
What comes to mind when you think of “research”? 
[Launch Slido word cloud in WebEx. Answers are revealed once facilitator closes the poll.]
[FACILITATOR NOTE: Use this exercise as a warm-up to get everyone engaged and to understand baseline perceptions. Briefly comment on themes you see emerging before moving to the next question.]
Thanks, everyone. I'm seeing words like [mention 2-3 themes from the word cloud]. This gives us a nice foundation for thinking about how you use information in your work, which is what we'll explore next.
For the purpose of this discussion, when we talk about “research” we are referring to any systematic activity—including testing or evaluation—that is designed to develop or contribute to findings with wider applicability. When we talk about “ACF research” we are referring to ACF-sponsored research, which —as we mentioned in the introduction— you may know as research conducted by the ACF Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation or OPRE. This research is primarily carried out by research firms or university researchers supported by ACF contracts or grants. 
Pulse Check #2: Information Priorities 
[Launch Slido Poll in WebEx]
What types of information do you use most regularly for your day-to-day work? Select up to 3. 
A. Qualitative data: Findings from interviews, focus groups, or observations with program staff or participants
B. Descriptive data: Summary statistics describing characteristics of programs, participants, or interventions
C. Impact studies: Results from studies of the effects of a program or policy (like randomized trials)
D. Implementation findings: Information about how programs are implemented and what facilitates or hinders implementation
E. Case studies: In-depth examples and lessons learned from specific programs or sites
F. Syntheses: Summaries of findings from existing research (including past studies, interventions, observations, etc.)
G. Cost analysis: Information about program costs, cost-effectiveness, or return on investment
H. Frameworks: Theoretical frameworks or new concepts that help explain how programs work
I. Data products: Interactive data tools, publicly available datasets, archived data, or similar 
J. Other
1. [Based on poll results] Can a few people share why you turn to [X] type of information most regularly? 
2. You told us what you use regularly. Now, thinking about your work—what types of information are most needed, regardless of whether or not that information is typically available to you?
Thank you - I'm hearing some really valuable insights about information gaps and needs. Now I'd like to shift to hear about your actual experiences using research in your work through some concrete examples.

Section 2: Research Use - Processes (25 minutes)
[ACF NOTE: Examples from this section will help validate or refine TOC assumptions about research use pathways and mechanisms.]
3. Can someone tell us about a time when they used research to help inform an important decision or challenge in their work? Can you describe the experience and process?
[ADAPTATION FOR RESEARCHERS AND RESEARCH FUNDER GROUPS: For FG1/FG2, revise question 3 framing to ask about how participants have used existing research to inform their own research priorities or study design—or how they have used research products or tools such as archived data to otherwise support their work.] 
[Probes if not addressed in response]
A. What was the challenge?
B. What prompted you to look for research in response to that challenge?
C. What types of research did you use or seek out? What other information informed your decision?
D. Where did you go for the research? 
E. What was your experience accessing and making sense of the research?
F. What made the research helpful?
G. How did you ultimately use the research and what was the result?
[FACILITATOR NOTE: Have 2-3 respondents share examples (about 3-4 minutes each, 10-12 minutes total). After hearing examples, spend remaining time on research-practice partnerships (Question 4) and research use mechanisms (Question 5). If running long on individual examples, gently transition. For example, "Thank you - that's a great example. Let me pause us here so we can transition to hearing about partnerships and other ways research shows up in your work."]
Thank you for sharing those concrete examples. I'm hearing some common themes about [mention 2-3 themes from examples]. Now I'd like to explore the idea of collaboration between researchers and practitioners.
Research-Practice Partnerships and Collaboration
4. Have you ever been involved in collaborative efforts between researchers and practitioners – such as formal research-practice partnerships, co-designing evaluations, helping design studies, participating in research, or working together on projects? This could include participating in focus groups like this one.
A. If yes: How did you learn about the opportunity? What worked well? What was challenging?
B. If yes: How did that experience affect your opinions about research generally? 
[ADAPTATION FOR ADMINISTRATORS AND SERVICE PROVIDERS: For FG4/FG5, reframe question to focus on application in practice. “How did that experience affect the applicability of the research you were collaborating on—or how you apply research in your work?”]
C. If no: What would make a collaboration like this valuable for you? What would you see as the benefits? What would you need to make it feasible? 
[FACILITATOR NOTE: Use the group-specific probes below unless the topics are naturally addressed during the discussion.]
Group-specific Questions:
· FG1 - Researchers and Research Funders: How do you engage practitioners in your research design and implementation? What facilitates or hinders these partnerships? How do these partnerships affect the applicability of your research—from your perspective? 
· FG2 – Federal Researchers and Research Funders: How do you promote collaboration between researchers and the field? What models have you seen work well? How do these partnerships affect the applicability of your research—from your perspective?
· FG3 - Intermediaries and TA Providers: How do you facilitate connections between researchers and the programs you work with? What role do you play in bridging these communities?
· FG4 - State and Local TANF Program Administrators: Have you been involved in research or evaluation efforts? What made those experiences positive or challenging?
· FG5 - Private TANF and Related Program Service Providers: What has your experience been with research or evaluation activities? What would make those more valuable for your work?
· FG6 - OFA: How do you engage with research to inform your work? How, if at all, do you consult or use ACF’s research? How do you facilitate connections between researchers and state or local implementation? What approaches have been most effective? What are key challenges? 
Types of Use and Influence 
Thank you for sharing those partnership experiences. Now I'd like to shift from those specific examples to thinking more broadly about the different ways research tends to be incorporated into your work. This next question is one we shared with you ahead of time so you'd have a chance to reflect on it - these patterns can sometimes be hard to recognize in our own work, so we wanted to give you time to think.
Pulse Check #3: Research Use Mechanisms
How has research shown up in your work in the past year? Select the 3 most common uses. 
[FACILITATOR NOTE: If respondents feel constrained by the 12-month window feel free to expand to 2 years, further back or ask about typical research use patterns.]
A. I downloaded or accessed research reports to inform a specific decision (instrumental use)
B. I developed or used tools/resources that incorporated research findings (latent use)
C. I applied insights from research to help me understand how to think about an issue (conceptual use)
D. I gained skills, connections, or changed my approach through participating in research or a research-practice partnership (process use)
E. I used research because it was required for funding or compliance (imposed use)
F. Research hasn't really influenced my work to my knowledge  
Pulse check follow-up discussion 
5. Let's talk about these different ways research shows up in your work. Think about the two most common uses for research that you just indicated in the poll. [Share Pulse Check #3 response options in the chat.] Can a few people share more about what these types of use looks like in your work? For example:
A. When does this type of research use usually arise in your work? What problem or need does it address?
B. How common is it?
C. What are the steps or people involved? 
D. Over what time period does it evolve?
E. [ADAPTATION FOR PRACTITIONERS: For FG4/FG5, probe on research use from the supervisor or direct-service perspective. For example, “Thinking of your professional background or experience with direct service roles or supervising practitioners—can you share an example of what it usually looked like to use research?”] 
Don't worry if you need a moment to think - these can be hard patterns to recognize in our own work.
[ACF NOTE: This question will help test TOC assumptions about research use mechanisms]

Section 3: Research Use - Awareness & Access (10 minutes)
I'd like to shift our focus to thinking more specifically about research and how you learn about it.
Pulse Check #4: ACF Research Awareness 
[Launch Slido poll in WebEx]
How familiar are you with research on welfare, employment, and family self-sufficiency supported by ACF? This could include any past or in-process research project, product, tool, or opportunity supported by an ACF grant or contract. 
A. Very familiar
B. Somewhat familiar
C. Slightly familiar
D. Not familiar
E. Unsure
6. For those familiar with ACF research on welfare, employment, and family self-sufficiency, how have you encountered it? Through what channels?  
[FACILITATOR NOTE: Prompt participants to answer in the chat and provide examples, if helpful: The Pathways to Work Evidence Clearinghouse website, ACF or ACF program websites, ACF newsletters or communications, social media - such as ACF or previous OPRE LinkedIn posts, ACF-sponsored researchers’ communications, webinars or presentations, from technical assistance providers]
7. For those familiar with ACF research on welfare, employment, and family self-sufficiency, can you share specific examples of research products, tools, or opportunities you've encountered or used? For example, research reports, briefs, publications, data tools, or datasets from ACF studies? 
A. How frequently do you access these kinds of products?
B. Which are most useful for your work and why?
8. How does welfare, employment, or family self-sufficiency research get shared or discussed in your field, whether from ACF or other sources? 
A. For those familiar with ACF research on welfare, employment, and family self-sufficiency, how do you help share or contextualize it for others? 
[FACILITATOR NOTE: Question 8B is primarily relevant for FG4 (State/Local TANF administrators) & FG5 (Private service providers). For other groups, plan to skip this question unless there are participants who appear notably less familiar with ACF and its research.]
B. For those less familiar, how do you typically learn about research findings that might be relevant to your work? For example, do you learn about research through independent web searches, intermediary organizations, professional networks, training, or policy memos or other internal documents?

Section 4: Barriers, Facilitators & Relationships (15 minutes)
[ACF NOTE: This section explores the factors that facilitate or hinder research use. The discussion will help identify barriers and facilitators that inform TOC assumptions.]
Now I'd like to shift our conversation to think about what makes it easier or harder to find and use research in your work. We've heard about different ways you get and use research, but I'm curious about what factors help or hinder that process.
To start, I’d like to understand what makes research use challenging in your context.
Pulse Check #5: Common Barriers
[Launch Slido poll in WebEx]
What makes research use challenging in your context? Select up to 3.
A. Relevance: "Doesn't match my specific context or population"
B. Accessibility: "Too technical or academic language”
C. Actionability: "Doesn't include clear recommendations"
D. Timeliness: "Becomes available too late for my decision-making timeline"
E. Credibility: "Not sure if I can trust the quality or credibility"
F. Organizational support: "My organization doesn't encourage or support using research"
G. Time/Opportunity: "I don't have enough time to find and read"
H. Access: "Difficult to find or access"
I. Implementation guidance: "Doesn't explain how to actually implement"
J. Individual capacity: "I don't feel confident interpreting results"
K. Competing priorities: "Other priorities always take precedence"
L. Resource constraints: "I don't have budget or resources to implement"
M. Environmental factors: “Political changes or policy priorities limit the ability to use research” 
Thanks everyone. I can see some clear patterns here - it looks like [mention top 2-3 results] came up most frequently. Let's talk about these. 

11. Can someone share more about how [top 2-3 results] play out in your work day-to-day? What does that look like in practice?

[FACILITATOR NOTE: Don't plan to ask each of these prompts but listen for themes and prompt if the discussion doesn’t touch on key TOC facilitators and barriers.]
A. When you're looking at research, how much does the methodology or rigor of the study influence whether you'll use it? (credibility) 
B. What information channels or sources do you trust most? What makes those channels trustworthy? (trust)
C. How well does the research you find typically match your specific context? When research is done in different settings, how do you decide if it applies to your work? (relevance)
D. When you find research that seems relevant, is it usually written in a way that's helpful for your work? What makes research more or less accessible to you? (accessibility)
E. How easy is it to find the information, data, or research you need through the channels you normally use? Are there barriers to getting your hands on research you might want to use? (accessibility)
F. How important is timing when it comes to research being useful for your work? Are there examples of research that would have been helpful if it had been available earlier? Are there any examples of challenges related to research that was conducted too long ago or before major events (like the COVID-19 public health emergency)? (timeliness)
G. What drives you to look for research? What makes it feel worth the effort? (motivation)
H. How do competing priorities or time constraints affect your research use? (opportunity)
I. What skills or supports help you make sense of research findings? How does your organization encourage or enable research use? (capacity)
J. How do environmental factors such as political changes or policy priorities affect what research you can act on? Are there times when research points in one direction but other factors require different decisions? (environmental factors)
K. How do budget constraints influence your ability to implement research-informed approaches? (environmental factors)
L. [ADAPTATION FOR PRACTITIONERS: For FG4/FG5, probe on facilitators and barriers from the supervisor or direct-service perspective. For example, “Thinking of your professional background or experience with direct service roles or supervising practitioners—can you share what made research use challenging in those roles? Were there factors that made it easier to use research as a direct service provider or in roles supervising practitioners?”] 
Understanding these barriers and facilitators is really valuable. Now I'd like to turn toward the future and hear your ideas about how to address some of these challenges

Section 5: Future Directions & Recommandations (10 minutes)
[ACF NOTE: Responses will directly inform the development of the plan for facilitating research use and help develop approaches to facilitate research use that are informed by the input of intended research users.]
12. What do you see as the most promising opportunities to increase research use in your context? Thinking about the barriers to research use we just discussed, which do you see as most ripe for intervention? What changes would help address those barriers?  
[ADAPTATION FOR RESEARCHER AND RESEARCH FUNDER GROUPS: For FG1/FG2, revise question 12 framing to focus more specifically on ACF research. For example, “What do you see as the most promising opportunities to increase or improve the use of ACF research on welfare, employment, and family self-sufficiency in your work? Of the barriers you identified, which are most relevant to ACF research? Which do you see as most ripe for intervention? What might an intervention look like?”]
[FACILITATOR NOTE: Don't plan to ask each of these probes but listen for themes and prompt as needed.]

a. What would a successful intervention look like? How could ACF support it?
b. Are there any ideas for opportunities for dialogue or collaboration between researchers and practitioners? What would make these attractive and feasible for you to participate in? 
c. Does anyone have suggestions for the types of research-informed tools or resources that would be especially valuable?
d. What approaches or channels for sharing research do you recommend ACF consider to help support research uptake? 
e. What topics or questions do you wish federal research would address more?
f. What would it look like to increase the capacity of your organization to use research? 
g. What would make the biggest difference in helping you use research more effectively in your work?
13. ACF wants to keep learning about the information needs of its audiences and how best to meet them. What ways would you recommend ACF use to regularly learn about your and your colleagues’ research needs and priorities (e.g., brief pulse surveys or listening sessions like this one)?
[FACILITATOR NOTE: This question is highest priority for FG4, FG5, & FG6 (administrators/service providers and OFA). Skip this question for other groups if needed for time.]
Ideal State Visioning
[FACILITATOR NOTE: Skip this question for FG1 & FG2 (researchers and research funders). Use the time for deeper discussion on previous questions or move to closing.]
Bringing this together, thinking about what you've shared about your research use and the barriers and facilitators we've discussed:
14. If research use in your field or organization were working perfectly, what would that look like?
a. What would need to change to get there? How could ACF support that change?

Closing (5 minutes)
15. Any final thoughts on how to strengthen the connection between research and practice in this field?
16. What did we not ask about that's important for understanding research use in your context?
