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1. Topic guide 

 

Qualitative Research Panel for Air Quality Information System 

Review  
Focus Group – discussion guide 

 

Background 
Defra, UKHSA and DHSC have established the Air Quality Information System (AQIS) 

review to improve the quality and provision of air quality information to the public. 

The AQIS review is guided by a multi-disciplinary steering group and is intended to 

inform the development of communications that will help at-risk groups and the 

wider population to change their behaviours and reduce their exposure to air 

pollution.  

The steering group has suggested that communications approaches should be 

developed in collaboration with members of the public, with insights and materials 

to test evolving throughout 2023 as the review progresses.  

To this end, a qualitative panel has been set up that will take place over three 

waves of activity in 2023.  

The panel is intended to deliver three overarching objectives: 

• To gain deeper understanding of the knowledge, attitudes and behaviours 

of the general population and at-risk groups, with regard to air pollution 

(avoiding it, and reducing contributions to it) 

• To elicit insight into the barriers and facilitators that influence desired 

behaviours, and other factors relating to communications that seek to 

change behaviours 

• To facilitate co-design communications approaches, taking into account 

the understanding and insights generated earlier in the project 

 

Wave 1  

Wave 1 aims to focus on 5 key research questions, as follows:  

• What are participants’ pre-existing perceptions and understanding of air 

pollution? 

• Who do participants want to receive air quality information from?  

• What do participants think of current air quality information provision?  

• What drives participants towards certain information sources? 

• What air quality information do participants want/expect to be able to find? 

 

These questions will be explored across:  
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• An online pre-task  

• An online group discussion  

• An online post-task. 

 

This document details the planned approach to the online group discussion.   

Discussion guide structure (90 minutes total) 

Section Aim Time 

1. Introduction Introduce research; reassure about 

confidentiality; set tone of discussion; establish 

rapport. RECORD 

5 mins 

(5) 

2. Warm up Warm up participants; find out a bit about them 5 mins 

(10) 

3. General 

information 

seeking  

Explore information seeking influences and 

preferences 

15 mins 

(25) 

4. Relevance of air 

quality as a 

concern  

Explore relevance of air quality as a concern, 

especially in relation to local air quality  

15 mins 

(40) 

5. Interest in and 

expectations of 

air quality 

information  

Understand how interested participants are in air 

quality information and what sources participants 

would prefer to use to get information 

15 

(55) 

6. Experiences of air 

quality 

information  

Explore where participants have found 

information on air quality before and what their 

experiences of this have 

10  

(1hr 05) 

7. Views on air 

quality 

information 

presentation  

Explore responses to different ways of presenting 

air quality information 

10 

(1 hr 15) 

8. Air quality 

information user 

journey  

Understand what would be useful to participants 

in a specific scenario relevant to them 

10 mins 

(1hr ) 

9. Final comments & 

wrap up 

Summary, reminder of next steps and close 

session  

5 mins 

(1hr 30) 

 

Stimulus:  

PowerPoint slides showing: 

• Current air quality 

• Forecast air quality  

• Historic/annual air quality.  
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Please note, this guide is not a script and is intended to be used flexibly, with 

participant responses guiding the flow of the conversation, topics covered in the 

order that they naturally arise, and probes used only when needed.  
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1. Introduction                       (5 mins) 

 

 

 

Research introduction  

• Introduce yourself and Kantar (Public Division) – an independent social 

research agency  

• Kantar is conducting this research on behalf of Defra to help Defra decide 

how best to inform the public about air quality  

• The purpose of the research is to understand your perspectives on air quality 

and your information needs 

• Group length – 90 minutes  

• Participation is voluntary and confidential – no quotes or details will be 

attributed to named individuals or to any business you have worked for 

• Kantar's privacy policy can be accessed on the website: 

https://www.kantar.com/uki/surveys  

• Reassurances – there are no right or wrong answers, we are seeking different 

views and perspectives  

• Thank you for completing the pre-task – we will be talking about a range of 

issues and will cover some of the topics that were in the activity as we go 

through the discussion  

• Remind that the discussion will be video recorded  

 

House rules 

• We ask that you switch your phones off/on silent and do not use them 

during the session 

• We expect to hear from everyone during today’s discussion, so please do 

listen and respond to what others say 

• Try to avoid interrupting or speaking over each other to ensure 

everyone can be heard; please respect people’s answers 

• We know there is a lot to say on this topic, but we only have a limited 

amount of time so we may need to move on the conversation to ensure we 

stay on time and on topic 

• What you say today will not be shared with or viewed by anyone outside of the research 

team at Kantar Public  

• This is a safe space – can we please agree amongst ourselves now that 

everything that is discussed in this room remains confidential and is not 

shared or discussed outside of this group today 

AIM: Introduce research, reassure about confidentiality, set tone of 

discussion, warm up participants and establish rapport 

https://www.kantar.com/uki/surveys
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• Remind participation is voluntary and confidential and if there is a question you do not 

want to answer, for whatever reason, that is OK  

• Any questions/concerns 

 

Recording 

• Ask participants for permission to record: recording is purely so as not to miss any 

comments and help with note taking and the recording may be shared with other members 

of the Kantar Public research team – but will not be shared any further than this   

• Start recording and confirm consent on recording  

 

2. Warm up                   (5 mins) 

AIM: Warm up participants and find out a bit about them  

 

Participant introduction  

Each participant to introduce themselves to the group: 

• Name, age, where you live and who you live with  

• What you love doing  

 

FOR GROUPS INCLUDING CARERS, HEALTH CONDITIONS, OLDER ADULTS:  

Moderator: explain that we are especially interested in understanding the 

experiences of people who are disabled, have health conditions or care for others  

• If you have a health condition, how this impacts your day to day life (in brief) 

and how you act to minimise the impact of your health condition on your 

day to day life  

• What your concerns are for those for whom you care  

o Moderator: if air pollution is raised as a concern, explore where it sits 

in relation to other concerns  

 

3. General information seeking (15 mins) 

AIM: Explore information seeking influences and preferences  

 

Moderator: explain that before we start talking about air quality in too much detail 

we’d like to ask you about information more generally – not just in relation to air 

quality but more broadly  

Information seeking  

• What kind of information do you use to help with your day to day decision 

making 
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o Moderator: prompt with examples such as 

traffic/transport/weather/pollen/food labelling information if they are 

finding it difficult to think of examples  

• What influences your decision to use a specific source of information  

• What are features of the information that make it useful or valuable to you 

(spontaneous)  

o Listen out for: type of information, perception the information is 

accurate/up to date, trust in the source, ease of 

access/use/comprehension, format, look and feel, the way the 

information is presented, channel for/mode of dissemination (e.g. 

apps, websites, media, whether people are actively seek or receive 

push notifications)  

Moderator: if possible/relevant for the group, set up Zoom whiteboard 

mode and ask participants to type their ideas onto the whiteboard or 

into the chat function to make sure everyone’s ideas are included  

• Is there anything about the provider of the information that is important – 

what encourages you to use certain sources rather than others  

• To what extent do you trust the providers of the information and what 

enables you to trust information from these sources  

o Any examples of information you feel sceptical about: if so, what 

features disengage you or reduces your trust in a source of 

information  

 

Government information  

• What experiences do you have of accessing information provided by the 

government, exploring:   

o What type of information, used for what purpose, the extent to which 

alerts are intended to help people decide a course of action   

o What were your experiences of using the information – what 

motivated you to seek or use this information, how easy was the 

information to access, how useful was the information   

o How much you trust the source(s) and reasons for this – to what extent 

does this vary by government department or body and/or type of 

information  

• Is there any government information you have come across that you think is 

good at showing risk levels (e.g. FSA Scores on the Doors, water quality 

information, flood risk information etc) – if so, why is this  

 

Environmental campaigns  
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• What environmental campaign messages do you remember from the last 

few years and why are they memorable (e.g. messages, messengers, 

information sources that you remember)  

• To what extent have you changed any of your own attitudes and 

behaviours based on any of these – if any have, what was it about these 

messages that you think made a difference  

 

 

4. Relevance of air quality as a concern     (15 mins) 

AIM: Explore relevance of air quality as a concern, especially in relation to local air 

quality and understand difference between air quality and air pollution   

 

Moderator: thank you for completing the online tasks – we’d like to focus a bit 

more on your responses to those, so please think back to what you wrote in the 

activities we asked you to do before this group session  

Overall concerns  

• Briefly, can you each describe the things that are of most concern to you at 

the moment (explaining that this can be however you interpret it, and could 

relate to you, people around you, organisations or the world in general)  

• Where does air quality feature in terms of these other concerns you have, for 

example is it high on the list, lower down or not there at all: what are the 

reasons for this   

 

Perspectives on air quality  

• What are the images or words that come to mind when you think about air 

quality  

• What do you understand by the term ‘air quality’, what does it mean to you  

Moderator: listen out for any lack of understanding or confusion – if so, what 

are the issues and what is driving these; and at what geographic scale 

participants are conceptualising air quality (local, regional, national, 

global); and listen out for the extent to which participants related air quality 

to climate change    

• What is the difference between the term ‘air quality’ and ‘air pollution’ 

Moderator: listen out for what distinctions people are making between air 

quality and air pollution and the extent to which the difference matters to 

them; and whether there is a difference in terms of the geographic scale 

people are thinking about ‘air quality’ versus ‘air pollution’  

• Where has your understanding of air quality come from  

Moderator: listen out for their own experiences or those of people in their 

network of friends/family, media stories etc   

• When we’re talking about air quality, how are you feeling and why  
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Moderator: explore whether the feelings are neutral/negative and what it is 

that is driving this feeling   

• How important would you say it is to you that there are improvements made 

to air quality – if you were to mark it out of 10 in terms of importance to you, 

how many marks would you give it and why  

 

FOR GENERAL PUBLIC GROUPS:  

• Are there others you feel who are affected by poor air quality – and is this a 

concern of yours 

• What underlies any concerns you have for others (e.g. personal relationships, 

social justice concerns)  

 

FOR GROUPS INCLUDING CARERS, HEALTH CONDITIONS, OLDER ADULTS:  

• To what extent do you think that your personal situation means that you 

consider air quality more than others – reasons for this (explore the extent to 

which this concern is about their own health or is it wider than this, e.g. 

concern about the impact air quality has on other people and nature) 

 

Understanding of air quality  

• What is your understanding of what affects air quality  

• What do you understand as the main sources of air pollution 

• What effect can air pollution have on people and nature (exploring the 

extent to which participants are thinking about acute/short term versus 

cumulative longer term issues)  

 

Local air quality  

• What are your general experiences of air quality  

• How would you describe the air quality in your area – and how do you feel 

about it (exploring the extent to which they believe that this is fixed versus 

changes day to day)  

• What contributes to air pollution in your area  

• To what extent do you feel you have any personal impact on your local air 

quality and why is this – and to what extent are you interested in reducing 

your personal contribution to air quality  

 

5. Interest in and expectations of air quality information           (15 mins) 

AIM: Understand how interested participants are in air quality information and 

what sources participants would prefer to use to get information from  

 

Overall level of interest in air quality information  
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• How often do you think about air quality 

o To what extent is it a day to day concern, something that you talk 

about with friends/family and/or something that you think about 

around certain situations  

o If you don’t think about it much, why do you think that is  

• How interested in air quality information are you and why  

o If you are interested in it, why is this and in what circumstances is it 

most salient  

o If you are not interested in it 

▪ Why is this (exploring to what extent this is to do with not thinking 

about it, not knowing much about it, not knowing about its 

impact on health, feeling there is little you can do about it, 

thinking it’s more relevant to others or something else, thinking it 

is static or unchanging)  

▪ Are there any circumstances in which you think it would be 

relevant to you  

 

Expectations of air quality information  

• If you were to seek information about air quality, why would you do this and 

what would you be interested in finding out  

o What types of decisions would it help inform (and to what extent 

would these be shorter to longer term decisions) and what would this 

mean for the type of information needed (e.g. about a geographical 

area, about current/future air pollution levels etc) 

▪ Moderator: if useful give examples such as choice about which 

route to take when walking, whether they might want to take an 

inhaler out today/tomorrow, whether they would want to use 

data to choose where to rent/buy a house   

o At what geographic scale would you be interested in finding out 

information (i.e. street level, local, regional, national) 

o Are you interested in past, present and/or future information (e.g. 

historic air pollution in an area, current air pollution, air pollution 

forecasts) 

o What timescales are relevant and useful in this context (i.e. 

today/tomorrow, over the next week or few months, over years)   

• What information would you expect to be available – is there any 

information it would be important to include to help you make decisions that 

will influence your actions  

o Moderator: listen out for and prompt where relevant around 

information relating to real world air quality conditions that affect daily 
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decision making and broader information that raises awareness and 

educates  

 

Messengers  

• Who would you expect to provide air quality information and why  

o Who are trusted messengers in this category and why  

• What do you think the role of the following groups of people in 

communicating air quality information should be and why  

o Government  

o Media 

o Health care professionals  

o Charities  

o Teachers 

• Are there any other people or organisations who you think should play a role 

in this – if so, who and what should they ideally be doing  

Moderator: explore, without directly asking, the extent to which government 

validation/ authority/perceived expertise is to people trusting and believing 

measured air quality levels  

 

6. Experiences of air quality information      (10 mins) 

AIM: Explore where participants have found information on air quality before and 

what their experiences of this have been  

 

Spontaneous experiences of air quality information  

• Have you ever looked for or come across air quality information by accident 

• Have professionals, such as health care or educational professionals, ever 

discussed air quality/pollution with you – if so, what were the circumstances 

(for all but particularly participants people in ‘at risk’ groups, i.e. people with 

health conditions, older adults, pregnant people and parents) 

• If so, what were your experiences of it –  

o Why did you seek it out or how did you come to find it   

o Who provided it  

o What format was it in  

o Did you get what you were looking for, did you understand it – and 

reasons for this 

o How easily accessible was it – did you have any particular issues with 

accessibility: if so, what were they   

o Did you act on the information – reasons for this  

o Did you use the information again – reasons for this  
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• If you haven’t ever come across air quality information, why is this  

o Explore the reasons for this (e.g. lack of awareness, lack of interest, 

lack of understanding of the impact on them, a lack of a perceived 

need, a perception that air quality information is relevant only for 

certain people)  

o What might prompt you to look for this type of information  

 

Air quality forecasts  

Moderator: bring up discussion of air quality forecasts if this has not already been 

brought up  

• To what extent were you aware of these  

• How useful would they be to you  

• What would you want to be able to do with this information  

• What level of detail would you want from these – what geographic scale 

and timelines are you interested in (i.e. how far ahead is a forecast relevant, 

and how important is it that it is time specific, e.g. air pollution this afternoon) 

 

7. Views on air quality information presentation     (10 mins) 

AIM: Explore responses to different ways of presenting air quality information  

 

Moderator: explain that we would now like to look at some examples of how air 

quality information is presented by different organisations – show examples in the 

PowerPoint stimulus pack  

Responses to examples  

Moderator: show each section (current air quality; forecast air quality; and 

annual/historic air quality information) separately and for each one discuss the 

way the information is presented on each of the two slides for that section    

• Overall interest in this type of information and reasons for this  

• What aspects work well and are useful/helpful  

• What aspects are less positive and why  

• Probe different information attributes, such as: 

o Colour coding  

o Icons/emojis/imagery  

o Wording/numbering/explanation of different risk levels  

o Different scales (local versus national)  

• Summarise responses to the examples: overall, what type of information are 

you most interested in and what features of the information are most useful 

for you  
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8. Air quality user journey         (10 mins) 

AIM: Understand what would be useful to participants in a specific scenario 

relevant to them  

 

Air quality user journey activity 

Moderator: explain to participants that we would now like them to take a couple of 

minutes to think about how air quality information would best be set out for it to be 

most useful to them 

• Ask each individual to describe  

o When you would be most likely to look for air quality information (time 

of day, occasion type/for whom, how frequently this would be)  

o Where you would want to find air quality information/who would 

ideally provide it   

o What you would want to know/be told (moderator: allow 

spontaneous feedback)  

o Probe in terms of    

▪ Where the information relates to (the geographic scale: local 

area or wider) 

▪ Whether this relates to the short or longer term (e.g. to help 

make decisions day to day, to see how air pollution has 

changed over time, to help make decisions about where to 

move to etc)  

▪ Whether there is anything specific that people in the ‘at risk’ 

groups would particularly need  

▪ What would help to make decisions about personal actions  

o How ideally it would be presented and what features of the 

information would be particularly important to you (referring to the 

examples in the stimulus slides)  

o To what extent are you open to acting on advice – and to what 

extent does this vary according to whether the advice relates to 

reducing your own exposure versus reducing your contribution to air 

pollution  

 

9. Wrap up                  (5 mins) 

AIM: Summary, reminder of next steps and close session 

 

Summary  

• What are your main messages to Defra about how best to provide air quality 

information  
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Next steps  

• Reminder about post-task next week (27 March); reminder Wave 2, dates 

• Incentive payment for focus group (£50 – transferred within 10 days) 

 

Thank and close  
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2. Stimulus  
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3. Recollective tasks 
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4. Presentation deck 
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