Culturally Appropriate Focus Groups

Introduction

Institutions,  agencies  and  programs  that  provide  services  to  the  public  have  a number  of  options  by  which  to  learn  the  opinions  of  consumers  regarding  the efficacy of  their mandate. These entities may want to assess the degree of awareness consumers have about their presence in the community or the prevailing degree of satisfaction with services delivery.  At times, they may want to solicit consumer recommendations for improving services, developing additional services or enhancing the performance of staff. 

Empowering  Courts  to  become  more user-friendly  institutions and  increase their  effectiveness calls for a concerted process of inviting consumers’  points of view; this enables  an entity to assess  potential changes,  as well  as determining best practices, in serving recipients.  Sampling the public’s perspective also offers an opportunity to increase partnerships with local community vis-à-vis perspectives yielded by the data gathered.

When  the  community  to  be  served  is diverse, it is advisable to conduct culturally-based  focus  groups  to  sample  (a) consumer knowledge of court programs and staff; (b) define  degree  of  satisfaction  with  court  programs and  staff;  (c)  develop  data regarding  recommendations  from  consumers  to  assist  the court in its purpose and process.   This  approach  differs  from  conventional  formats  currently  in  use  for conducting  focus  groups;  the  results  that  come from utilizing cultural awareness, knowledge  and  skills  when  working  with  non-mainstream  populations are much more productive when contrasted with the use of conventional praxis. 

Culturally-based   focus  groups  require  an  assessment  of  the  perspective  that  is prevalent  in the design and process of conventional focus groups, an examination of the   differing   paradigm  that  guides   the  culturally-based   process,   and  a  brief description of how such groups would be conducted.  Such  a  review will provide an orientation  to  the  role  of  culture  in  achieving  the  purpose  of  focus  groups in a manner  that  respects  and  coalesces  with  the world  view of non-English-speaking consumers. 

History of Focus Groups

The  approach  to  using  focus  groups  to  garner  a ‘snapshot’ response of attitudes began  in  the  U. S.  Army  during  World  War  II;   their  purpose  was  to  “focus” discussion  exclusively  on particular themes the Army wanted to assess. Specifically, sociologists recruited by the military used them to examine how propaganda films were being received by their audiences. 

Their utility was adopted by marketing firms in the early 1950s, as a complement to quantitative sampling of consumer attitudes and to gauge their reactions to various products, their packaging or presentation.  Use  waned  over  time until the 1980s, when they were found useful in concretizing community perspectives on issues of the day,  such  as  abortion,  the  death  penalty,  or  racism. Most recently, focus groups have   been   used  to  determine  the  viability  of  political  candidates  or  chart  the opinions of specified consumer groups about land use policy, transportation systems or  the  functioning  of  governmental  institutions.  Often, focus groups are one of a number of measurement approaches employed  in  gathering data which can guide people,  programs or agencies in becoming more effective at what they do.

Role of Focus Groups

Traditionally,  measurement  of  consumer attitudes has largely been the province of polling   and   surveys,   in   which   respondents   answer  “yes”  or  “no”  to  specific questions;  the  quantitative, or numerical, approach is often favored because, within certain  margins  of  error,  it can offer what is called ‘hard data’, information about how many respondents prefer A to B. Numbers, however, are not edifying regarding motivations  or  emotions.  To  augment  a  response  to  a questionnaire or survey, a more  expansive  approach  is  necessary;  the qualitative, or descriptive, approach is often used as a complement to understanding the context which prompts a person to offer a one word answer. 

Focus  groups  are  tools   for  getting  at  the  “why”  of  consumers’  opinions;  they are about generating supporting information rather than garnering numbers. While quantitative strategies are precise, concentrated in a predetermined transaction and require minimal interaction, qualitative measurement requires open-ended dialogue and a sustained interaction within a lengthier process. 

Limitations of Focus Groups
The  information  generated  by  focus  groups is most useful when the limitations of this  approach  are  understood;   the  information  gathered  is  not  to  be  taken  as projections  of  attitudes  held  by  the population at large. The strategy is predicated on evoking consumers’ attitudes, exacting visceral, that is, felt, not intellectualized, reactions to  a  topic,  experience  or entity. In essence, they are an important tool in determining how to carry out institutional changes. 

Facilitation  and  process  are  the  key  ingredients  in  creating  a design  that elicits meaningful  statements;  content  is  most  useful  when it  represents the consumers’ world view, rather than generating  input favored by the person guiding the process. Skill is required to inspire participants to share their innermost heart-felt thoughts and reactions.

State-of-the-art  focus  groups  have  been most frequently featured by the television networks  during  coverage  of  debates  among  presidential contenders.  During the event, participants are isolated in a room with a giant monitor and provided hand-held computers.  These devices allow for immediate input of a participant’s reaction to a particular point in the exchange, specific content or visual stimuli. This ebb and flow is charted on a line graph, visible to the viewers, and permits zeroing in on a specific instance that may have provoked a positive or negative response. Creating such an environment implies there are no limitations on funding, technical support and human resources. 

Less  glamorous  settings  can  also  produce  useful  results;  there  are  a number of components that figure in implementing successful, conventional focus groups. They typically require (a) recruiting the participants; (b) securing an appropriate setting; (c) ensuring a competent facilitator, and (d) accurately recording the input. 

The first task is to determine the purpose of the research; typically, focus groups are used  as  sounding  boards that  articulate  consumers’ opinions  about what they see or have experienced, explore their  preferences, solicit their views regarding changes or  modifications  to  what  currently  exists, and at times, ideal configurations about the delivery of services or staffing. 

For  example,  CALTRANS  utilized  focus  groups  to  gather data about California farm  laborers’  experiences,   attitudes   and   needs   in   relation   to   the modes  of transportation   campesinos   used   to  get  to  and  from  the  fields  during a typical work day. Specifically, they asked participants to discuss and describe (a) the type of transportation he or she used to get to work;  (b) the level of satisfaction with said mode of transportation, and (c) what he or she would define as an ideal farm worker transportation  system.  The information gathered proved instructive in developing innovative solutions to the need  for vehicle systems that were safe, responsive to the agricultural reality and viable for seasonal requirements. 

Another key element is gathering a pool of consumers, not beholden in any way to the inquiring group or institution; partisans do not offer truly useful data. Who is recruited will be governed by the type of information sought. If, for example, the need  is  for  reactions to land-use policy, it would be appropriate to recruit property owners;  registered  voters  would  be  indicated   for   input   regarding   pending  or proposed  legislation.  Depending on the budget available for the research, the entity can do the recruiting or assign this responsibility to the research team. Participation must  be  supported  by  documentation,  including the signing of consent forms, and receipts, when incentives,  such  as  hourly pay,  the proffering of gift cards, or other  compensation,  is  included. Care must be taken to ensure an equal number of males to females, and the ethnic make-up of the community should be reflected in the recruitment outcomes. In some cases, particular populations may be desired.

The setting for implementation also plays a role in the success of a focus group. Environments that are conducive to lengthy interactions, without interruptions or distractions are indicated.   Typically,  because  sessions  last  from one and a half to two  hours,  food  and  drink is  provided;  it  is  made  available before and after the process  takes  place;  food consumption is not permitted during the session, but soft drinks or water are acceptable.

The facilitator should be experienced in conducting  group  process, able  to relate to participants in a non-threatening manner;  he or she  must  be attuned  to emotional nuances  while  guiding  the  discussion, and communicate support for each person’s  input.  The  role  is  responsible  for  ensuring  participant  responses  to  the slate of questions,  such  that  everyone  in  the  group  has  an  opportunity  to  speak.   It is important that no one member dominate the discussion.  This calls for keeping one eye on the clock, and another on the process.

A system for recording participant input should be unobtrusive; note-takers may be used, but ideally, they should be out of sight. If audio taping is preferred, a multi-directional  microphone  should be incorporated, given that built-in microphones on tape  recorders  are  capable  of  capturing  only  the  sounds  of  those  closest  to the unit.  Ideally the room used for the session is capable of being self contained and not subject to foot traffic which will interrupt the process.

The Focus Group Process

Generally,  standard  procedure  in conventional focus groups is for the facilitator to frame  the  task  and time frame for the participants,  confirm their consent by using signed forms (if these have not been completed prior), describe, in limited detail, the intended use of  the  information  and  prompt brief personal introductions of group members.  Once the questions or topics are reviewed, the discussion begins and continues until the task is completed.  Participants are thanked, compensated and/or fed, and sent on their way.

Culturally Specific Focus Groups
As  the  diversity  of  communities  grows,   institutions  are  called  upon  to  develop approaches  to  local  outreach  that go beyond conventional strategies. While it may be possible to use these with language-specific or ethnic consumers, experience has shown that data collected will not be as instructive.  Cultural differences account for these less than efficacious outcomes.  The most appropriate strategy is one that takes into account the culture of the population to be sampled. This requires having a culturally competent individual doing the field research.

Such preparation is essential in providing for a successful implementation of data gathering, avoiding exploitation of cultural consumers’ goodwill and establishing respectful, edifying relationships within diverse communities.

Cultural   competence   is  comprised  of  several  components;  it  involves  having  a repertoire  of  awareness, knowledge and skills regarding how culture  is manifested in  daily  life.   First, the representative of the institution or group seeking data must be aware of his/her culture, or world view. This encompasses the perspective held by each individual in relation to one’s (a) concept of time; (b) favored strategies for addressing basic needs; (c) system of power relationships; (d) preferred interpersonal style, and ultimately, (e) concepts of man& nature. These form the complement of beliefs and values which guide what we hold dear, practice (often unaware) and reinforce, in our daily endeavors.                                                                          

Individuals  who  implement  outreach  strategies  rarely  contemplate  the  role that culture  plays  in  the  manner  in  which  sampling  approaches are designed, or that both  the  practitioner  and  the format may be culturally-bound. The paradigm from which  focus  groups  have  evolved  is  firmly  rooted  in  the  Indo-European origins of  the  North  American cultural world view. Consider the premise: a group of total strangers,  unknown  to  one  another, are convened  for  the  purpose  of  telling one more  stranger,  who  is guiding the meeting, their innermost feelings about an issue, thing  or  experience.  The  format is designed solely to address the task of gathering data,  in  a  linear  fashion;  once  the  input  is  gathered,  the  session  is  adjourned. Participants   begin  as  strangers  to  one  another,  and at the end of the session, are still  largely  unfamiliar  with  each  other,  aware  only  of  their  individual   inputs, in concert with the task. 

To reach the goal,  a  particular  concept of time  is  central to the approach; there is only  time  to  gather data.  The favored strategy is simply to concentrate on the task and nothing more.  The power  relationship  is exemplified  as the leader instructs a  gathering  of  data; participants  are  simply  founts  of  information.  Interaction, on an interpersonal level, is exclusive to the goal. The  entire  process  transmits a value system that represents root concepts of man,& nature. 
Conventional focus groups, then, can prove to be ineffective at gathering community input from diverse populations, due an inherent cultural bias. In approaching non-mainstream groups (non-English-speaking or non-European-origin), subtle cultural differences will affect the degree to which the focus group process will be received. Life experiences within the U.S culture can make minorities unresponsive to the assumptions on which the typical focus group approach is based.  

Working with consumers from Spanish-language origin countries indicates that any focus group approach must be configured with their cultural perspective in mind.  Their  world  view  is  transmitted  through  Spanish,   a   language  which  contains  beliefs and values not found, per se, in English.

Anyone  who  has  enrolled  in  a  Spanish  I  course  has  inevitably  encountered  all of  these  conventions  vis-à-vis  the two forms of address, the formal, which requires the use of the Usted and its respective verb forms, and the familiar, which prescribes the use of Tu and has its own set of corresponding verbs. These forms of address are engaged  in  a  particular  sequence,  and represent how all the dimensions of culture cited  above  are  coalesced  within  a  social  context.   This  social  mechanism posits  a view  of  time, man, and  nature  that  is  represented in  Spanish; it can provide us insights  into why  the  conventional  focus  group  approach  is  not a  fully  effective strategy for gathering data from diverse consumer communities. 

The  concept  of  time  in  Spanish  also  infuses  social  interaction  with a preference in  terms  of  interpersonal  style,  in  that when two or more individuals meet for the first  time,  there  are  prescribed  steps  that  are  engaged  in  order  to  enable their social  relationship.  It represents the belief that it is worthwhile to take the time to employ these interactive forms.  It also signifies that in  taking the time to use Usted  the person acknowledges regard for the other and  communicates  respeto  (respect). The other is then free to  employ  the  same vocabulary and  confirm the existence of a mutual respect. Mutual respect opens the door to developing confianza, or trust.

As two core values,  respeto and confianza  operate in concert with one another. To develop the latter requires that there be a demonstration of the former; the verbal transaction is discernable to anyone within earshot. This, in turn, serves to reinforce this value system among the Spanish-speaking. People get to know one another with the proffering of acknowledgement of one another’s worth. That validation is a first step in developing trust and mutuality. Verbalized, it would say, “I can trust you because I know you have communicated respect to me”.

To   demonstrate   respeto   is   to   engender   confianza;  while  the  English-Spanish dictionary translates this second term as “trust”, in  practice it is a broader concept.  The parsing of the word into its component parts provides some insights into the premises behind the term.  The first part, “con” means  “with”; the second part, “fianza”,  translates  as  “bond”.  In  common  usage,  the  word “fianza” also means “insurance”;  further  examining  its  root  can  be  instructive: the word “fi” derives from   the   latin  for  “faith”.  Thus,  the  outcome  of  demonstrating  respeto  is  the development  of  confianza, a more intimate relationship in which there can be trust, mutuality, and more importantly, faith, in the connection between people.

Relating  these  cultural practices to the implementation of focus groups is critical to succeeding  on  a  number  of  levels;  the ‘task orientation’ cherished by the English speaking culture does not accommodate the time required  for  the respeto  required by  the  “preferred  interactional  style”  of   Spanish-speaking   culture.   Nor does it hold such a transaction  necessary   for   engendering   trust.   Proceeding with the expectation that non-dominant culture participants will  provide the field researcher with quality data when the format is designed from an English-speaking world view, is not realistic.      

There are specific steps that a practitioner can take to coalesce his/her objectives into the target population’s world view.  These culturally-based strategies operate on a different paradigm than that employed in conventional focus groups; their format is based on a different concept of time, relational system, interactive style and views about man and nature. 

In  conventional  focus  groups,  the  researcher  sets  the  agenda;  the world view of participants is not considered in the design, format  or  process.  In  culturally-based focus groups,  the  researcher  corresponds  to  the  outlook  of  the participants. The conventional concept of time (and task) must be adapted within social strategies that are meaningful to the participants, in order to elicit accurate input from them.

The Culturally-Based Format
The  culturally-based  approach  to  focus  group  implementation  is centered on (a) demonstrating respeto;  and (b) facilitating the development of  confianza, within the group.  These strategies are viable with monolingual, Spanish-speaking participants and   also   with   people who are bilingual in English and Spanish.  It may be that this  approach  can resonate with non-Spanish-speaking groups; the field researcher may  want  to  experiment  with  this  approach  to  determine  its  relevance to other segments  of  a  diverse  community.  The  common  denominator  will  be communicating respect and trust.

As in the conventional focus group, a session starts with the introduction of the facilitator, the purpose and process of the session, consent and uses of the data. The facilitator specifies that the session will be recorded, emphasizing that this is for the purpose of gathering data, and not for attribution or identification.  Using  an  easel and  easel  pad  to  write  out  their  responses,   the   facilitator  asks  each  person to introduce him or herself and in addition, answer a number of questions. This part of the process is presented as entirely voluntary, that no one is under any obligation to provide information they are not comfortable sharing. 

The questions, after “name’ will vary, depending on the type of data the focus group is designed  to  gather.  Typically,  participants are asked to state (a) where they are from  originally  (country of);  (b)  where  they  live  now  (community  of residence); (c)  the  reason they are in the session (any reason is valid) and,  (d) one word about how they feel (subjectively speaking, rather  than the conventional “fine”). As each one, including the facilitator, responds, a  graphic record of names, countries,  towns motivations, and  feelings,  materializes.  The  information  is  available for everyone to see; commonalities and differences are evident, and people have a discernible re- presentation  of  the “community”  of   which   they  are now part. This process  has  enabled  people “to get to know each other”. It is no longer a convening of strangers. 

The  purpose  of  this  activity  is  to  (1) demonstrate respeto, by acknowledging each person,  where each comes from,  what each thinks and feels;  (2) facilitate a sense of community and membership; (3) create a visual record of the convened community; (4)  set  the  basis  for the potential development of confianza among the participants (and in their dealings with the facilitator).  The soliciting of input is enhanced by the synergy that has taken place; the community is one.                                                                     

Time is devoted to people getting to know one  another  and communicating that the participants  are  partners  in the endeavor, not  just static sources of information. A crux of this approach is that it utilizes  the  culturally-based  beliefs and values of the Spanish-speaking community to enable the objective.  

With  this  interactive foundation, the process can attend to the  task;  the  facilitator guides  the  process, soliciting  views  from  each  participant.  At  times,  he/she may ask a person to elaborate on their statements.  Often, other  participants  may chime in with additional detail. The process often takes on a life of its own,  as  people  feel confianza.
Upon expiration of the time frame, the facilitator can summarize the process, reiter- ate  the  purpose  for  gathering  the  data, expressing appreciation for the degree  of  participation  by the group. The task has been completed by blending the objectives  into  an  approach  that  functioned  in concert with the world view of the consumer.
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