Development of Travel for Work Plan Focus Groups 

Case study from Cambridgeshire County Council

· To assist with the review of the Shire Hall Travel for Work Plan, employees were invited to participate in a series of focus groups and planning sessions to help identify barriers to travelling sustainably and to work up realistic and viable solutions to resolve these. The stages of this process are set out below.

Stage One: Recruitment

· Recruitment to the focus groups was undertaken through the annual Travel for Work Survey in October. At the end of the survey, the following question was asked:

“As part of this survey, we are looking to hold some focus group sessions over the coming months to discuss further some of the issues and topics raised through the survey. If you are interested in taking part in one of these focus groups, please enter your name below. We will be contacting people over the coming months to take these focus groups forward.”

Respondents were then free to add their name if they wished to participate. A total of 69 people (from a survey population of 1,100) signed up initially to participate.

Stage Two: Initial Contact

· In the month following the survey, an email was circulated to those people who had signed up. This outlined the anticipated timescales of the focus groups and planning sessions and what would be involved in broad terms.

· At this stage, respondents were given the option to ‘opt out’ of the process if they wished to do so. This was by way of a ‘voting button’ response as part of the email [a useful tool in Outlook– ask your IT people if you don’t know how to set one up]. Approximately 20 people did not wish to participate further and simply had to click the button to register this.

Stage Three: Planning the Focus Groups and Planning Sessions

· The focus groups and planning sessions were co-ordinated by the County Council’s in-house Research Group. Not only did this provide expertise in the area of qualitative research, it also provided a degree of ‘separation’ between those running the sessions and the travel plan co-ordinator. (Other companies may find similar expertise in HR departments or other management colleagues- ask them!).

· Four focus groups were planned over a two-week period at different times during the day (starting at 8.30am, 12.00pm and 4.00pm). These were designed to allow the issues and barriers relating to sustainable travel to be discussed and highlighted. A series of key topic areas were developed prior to the sessions in order to keep discussions on-track and within the remit of the Travel for Work Plan. However, the focus groups were free to set the agenda and discuss openly the issues they had.

· Two planning sessions were planned three weeks after the focus groups had finished. This allowed the focus group sessions to be recorded and summarised to inform the planning sessions. The two planning sessions were arranged back-to-back over a lunchtime (starting at 12.00pm and 1.30pm). These sessions were designed to build on the issues highlighted in the focus groups and to start to develop up realistic and viable options to be included in the new travel plan. As a result, these sessions were more structured than the focus groups.

Stage Four: Sending out invites to the sessions

· Invitations to the focus groups and planning sessions were sent out via email. The email set out the dates and times of each session together with an explanation of what to do next. 


· Voting buttons were used to help the process of responding – respondents clicked on the date of the focus group that they wished to attend. Options were also given to just attend one of the planning groups or for them to ‘opt out’ of the process if so desired. 

· Due to the self-selecting nature of the invite, it was not possible to segment the focus groups into particular modes of transport or directions of people’s commute. However, it was possible to do some initial analysis of how people mainly travelled to work together with the distance and direction that they travelled in by. Having a mix of people using different modes was considered useful.

Stage Five: Running the focus groups (and follow-up)

· Each focus group ran for one hour. A member of the Research Group facilitated the groups, with another person recording the discussions. Tea and coffee were provided.

· As highlighted, groups were free to discuss any aspect of travel but were kept within the remit of the travel plan (for example, discussion on air travel was not permitted).

· Following all the sessions, the group write-ups were circulated to those who had participated so that everyone could see the issues discussed. These write-ups were also analysed further by the Research Group and travel plan co-ordinator to identify the key areas to take forward into the Planning Sessions.

Stage Six: Running the planning sessions (and follow-up)

· The Planning Sessions were run in a slightly more structured way to the Focus Groups. Two workshop slots were used in the planning sessions to break-up the groups to enable people to discuss (in threes and fours) possible solutions to those issues and barriers identified through the focus groups. Six key topic areas were identified and, prior to the sessions, those attending were given the option (via email) to rank their preference as to which topic they would like to discuss. People were then allocated into two workshop groups.

· Each planning session ran for one hour. A member of the Research Group introduced the sessions with two other people there to help the session and workshops progress. Flipcharts were used to record thoughts and suggestions with a brief feedback session at the end.

· Following the planning sessions, the flipcharts were written-up and again circulated to all those involved in order to complete the process.

· To finalise the process, a thank you email was circulated to all those that had participated in both the focus groups and planning sessions.

Stage Seven: Taking it forward

· The feedback from the focus groups and planning sessions was reported back the Council’s Corporate Travel for Work Group. The group considered the issues and possible solutions raised and decided which areas to progress, with a view to them being included in the second Shire Hall Travel for Work Plan.
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