
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

W5 on Dinner  
Discussion Groups 
Dinner Discussion Groups take a traditional research methodology in a new 
direction by conducting it in a new environment. Beyond focus group models in 
a research facility, Dinner Discussion Groups bring recruited participants, 
professional moderators, and key client stakeholders together in a private 
setting around a dinner table to break bread. The result is a casual, interactive 
discussion that fosters deep exploration of the issues at hand. 
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W5 on Dinner Discussion Groups 

What are Dinner Discussion Groups? 

Dinner Discussion Groups offer an alternative to the format and setting of the Traditional Focus Group. While 
focus groups are a valuable research tool, Dinner Discussion Groups allow for flexible conversation focused on 
exploring participants’ lifestyles, experiences, and perspectives. Dinner Discussion Groups are not 
interchangeable with traditional focus groups, instead offering an alternative methodology that gets to the 
heart of consumer opinion.  

Set in a less formal atmosphere, they allow a team of moderators and client stakeholders to engage consumers 
in a free-flowing discussion centered on themes, trends, and larger cultural phenomena often glossed-over in 
traditional focus groups. 

There are several key points of distinction between dinner Discussion Groups and traditional focus groups:  
 

 

As qualitative research methods, Dinner Discussion Groups and traditional focus groups are suited to different 
research objectives. The traditional focus group is a perfect tool for structured research that is concerned 
mainly with answering questions or providing feedback on topics such as advertising, messaging, and brand 
perceptions. Dinner Discussion Groups are exploratory and therefore more suitable for broad conversations 
about specific trends, markets, or their own needs as consumers. They also provide an opportunity for client 
stakeholders to get closer than usual to their audience. 

How do Dinner Discussion Groups work? 

There are several key considerations when planning a successful Dinner Discussion Group: 

Location 
The first step is selecting the ideal location. The key factor in restaurant selection is matching the cuisine and 
ambiance of the restaurant to the taste of research participants or theme of the research initiative. Often, 
Dinner Discussion Groups are held in popular and highly-regarded local establishments, with the invitation to 
dinner serving as an added incentive for participants. Additionally, all dinners are held in a private room with 
dedicated servers to eliminate disruption.   
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Recruiting and Screening 
Participants, moderators, and clients have a brief meet and greet before seating to make all parties 
comfortable, determine seating format, and bring all into a similar mindset prior to the group discussion. Often, 
W5 will recruit more Dinner Discussion Group participants than will be seated for dinner. This allows for some 
additional screening to take place during the meet and greet, ensuring that the participant mix is ideal. W5 
moderators and client stakeholders are also able assess participants’ personalities, enabling them to make 
informed decisions regarding which participants to seat and exactly where to place them around the table.  

Seating Arrangement 
The total number of dinner discussion participants, including W5 moderators, client stakeholders, and 
recruited participants, can be as large as 20. With such a large group, steps are taken to assure logistics 
facilitate active conversation. W5 representatives assign seats to all participants, assuring ideal arrangement.  

Special attention is paid to the layout of the dinner table itself to ensure that participants are evenly and 
properly distributed among W5 moderators and client stakeholders. When establishing a seating arrangement, 
W5 accounts for participant personality, group dynamics, and other factors that may influence the discussion. 

Dinner Table Arrangement 

 
 

Moderation and Conversational Flow 
As with traditional focus groups, moderators lead the discussion from a pre-written, albeit less detailed, 
discussion guide, but allow the conversation to naturally develop over the course of a dinner that lasts 
approximately three hours. The result is a casual conversation that leads to idea sharing and generation of 
insights. 

With the Discussion Guide serving as a starting point, the format of the Dinner Discussion Groups allows for 
several levels of interaction between W5 moderators, client stakeholders, and recruited participants. The 
Discussion Guide sets the overall flow direction of the group conversation, with smaller conversations 
occurring between moderators and participants seated nearest them. The conversation moves in many 
directions. Participants contribute to the discourse, rather than simply responding to a predetermined line of 
questioning, adding richness and value to what might otherwise be a predictable discussion.   
 

Client Interaction 

The flexible structure of a Dinner Discussion Group allows clients to be involved in the conversation with 
participants, rather than simply observing a Traditional Focus Group or reading a research report. This can be 
especially useful in situations where stakeholders, including senior management, benefit from interacting with 
their audience on a personal level. Allowing this sort of informal interaction can be a valuable tool when 
executive buy-in for an initiative is needed. This leads to a mix of large group discussions, mini-groups 
discussions, and one-on-one conversations that allows different personalities and perspectives to emerge.  

W5 Moderator 

Client Stakeholder 

Recruited Participant 
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Why use Dinner Discussion Groups? 

This dynamic methodology provides:  

  

Want to know more? 

If you have interest in understanding how W5 can assist you in integrating Dinner Discussion Groups into your 
research, visit our web site at www.W5insight.com or contact us at tdaly@W5insight.com or (919) 932-1117 
for more information or to discuss how to best utilize Dinner Discussion Groups. 

 

The casual environment of a dinner party allows participants to build a 
natural rapport with both moderators and other participants, opening 
the door to a collegial atmosphere and candid responses. Dinner 
Discussion Groups provide an opportunity to re-screen and hand-pick 
participants during “getting to know you hour” before the dinner, adding 
a qualitative element to the recruiting process and ensuring the best 
possible participants. 

Rather than a revolving door of respondents, dinner groups provide in-
depth conversations with consumers over the course of an entire evening 
(three or more hours). Multiple moderators (two or three at the table) 
can lead multiple conversations around a large dinner table, focusing on 
more in-depth discussion of specific topics in smaller conversations. 

Just as during a dinner party, Dinner Discussion Groups have flexible and 
free-flowing conversations. Both participants and moderators feel less 
pressure from time constraints and are free to explore many different 
topics. Dinner Discussion Groups are best suited for less clinical research 
engagements that benefit from sharing ideas, brainstorming, and 
generating novel insights. The casual atmosphere of Dinner Discussion 
Groups facilitates stories and anecdotes, putting the research in the 
context of participant lifestyles. 

The format of Dinner Groups allows managers and executives alike to 
participate in the research process. It removes the one-way focus group 
mirror and allows unfettered access to your business’ target audience. 
With client executives seated at the table as moderators, the topics of 
conversation can be adjusted as the discussion progresses, allowing for 
an iterative process of learning throughout the evening. 

http://www.w5insight.com/
mailto:tdaly@W5insight.com

