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2. Focus Audience 

 
Everything you design relates to the people you are trying to influence. Your focus audience is the reason 
you are investing time and money into designing these resources. They are the people you want to 
empower towards some action or change of behavior. And yet we are prone to forget about them once we 
get excited about our topic and all of the things one could know about it. We immerse ourselves in the 
content, without building a bridge between our content and the person learning. 

Our focus audience is made up of people, with all of their complexities. Sometimes we have more than one 
type of person we are trying to move to action, and we need to account for this diversity as well. We focus 
on a primary audience, optimizing information for them, and we provide supplementary support for any 
members of a secondary audience. For example, we might focus our attention on the needs and realities of 
nonprofit board members, but also incorporate materials for the Executive Directors who work with them. 

We pay close attention to three aspects of the focus audience: 

Brain—Knowledge: What they know or don’t know 

about the topic 

Adults bring a ton of pre-existing knowledge to any topic. Sometimes they bring 
misinformation that you need to help them unlearn.  

Hands—Skills: What they know how to do 

Adults also bring a range of skills to their work. Sometimes they have transferable 
knowledge worth considering, such as knowing how to build relationships in fundraising, 
which transfers to relationship-building in other areas, like advocacy.  

Heart—Emotions: How do they feel about this topic 

Adults feel a range of emotions about what they are learning. Nonprofit people in 
particular have a lot of passion for their work; they start organizations out of frustration for 
something not happening, or they fall in love with a cause and want to help.     
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What are some ways to spend time with your focus audience and learn what they know, can do, and 
feel about your topic? 

• Reflect on past interactions with specific individuals and what insights you got from seeing and 
hearing them in action. 

• Create a persona of a typical person in your focus audience. Spend time describing this person in 
great detail. 

• Interview a few different people in your focus group. 

• Interview partners who work with these people in different ways. This gives you more of a 360 view 
of them. 

• Hold a focus group meeting in which you listen deeply to their interests, concerns, and realities. 
 
Keep checking in with your focus group throughout your instructional design process. Add or 
subtract information in your domain tracking. 
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Your Turn: Focus Audience 

Think about your primary audience and collect as much information as you can about a typical person. 
Consider a secondary target audience. Use the third column to track what they don’t know, do, or feel. 

 Primary audience Secondary audience Don’t know/do/feel 

Head: What do they 
tend to know?  What 
information do they 
have ready access to? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Hands: What do they 
tend to do? What skill 
do they tend to bring 
to this topic? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Heart: How do they 
tend to feel about this 
topic?  What emotions 
do they bring to this 
topic? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  


