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Abstract
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Sciences. This article specifically addresses miaiiigp the benefits of focus groups through
the framework of culturally responsive researclcfica. Discussion of authors’ research
projects which utilized focus groups are presememtder to illuminate the advantages of
using culturally responsive focus groups (CRFGgJdta collection. Three types of focus
groups are discussed: traditional focus groups,&iREnd naturally occurring CRFGs.
Focus groups are a powerful qualitative researahadewhich, especially when designed to
be culturally responsive, facilitate collectionrimh and authentic data. Culturally responsive
research practice will enhance work with a widegeaof populations but is particularly
important when facilitating groups with persons wiave been traditionally marginalized.
Methodological and ethical concerns of CRFGs aseudised.
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Introduction

Within the past two decades, focus groups haveedapopularity as a research method within
social science research (Morgan, 1997, 2002; Morgellows, & Guevara, 2008). It has been
said that, “at the broadest possible level focasigs are collective conversations or group
interviews” (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005, p. 88Thitially subject to a high level of criticism
with regard to their reliability and validity, fosigroups are now recognized and valued as an
important data gathering technique (Graffigna &iBp2006; Lunt & Livingstone, 1996). The
literature on focus groups is unfolding similarythe way interview research emerged. As
interview techniques gained popularity and promageas a valid and reliable data collection
method, a discussion of “distinctive respondents! techniques designed for particular groups
ensued (Gubrium & Holstein, 2002). The currentéitere regarding focus groups is likewise
attentive to new techniques and strategies forifip@opulations of participants including the
value of focus groups with the following: lower g@economic class Latina women (Madriz,
1998), the Bangladeshi community (Fallon & Brow@02), shy women (Minister, 1991),
children (Morgan, Gibbs, Maxwell, & Britten , 2002he poor (Farnsworth & Boon, 2010), those
with physical disabilities (Balch & Mertens, 1998podring, Foley, Rodo, Brown, & Hamner,
2006), the incarcerated (Pollock, 2003), healtlegi&ers (Moody, Webb, Cheung, & Lowell,
2004; Wilmot, Legg, & Barrett, 2002), and persorvidentify as gay and leshian (Allen,
2006).

Morgan (2002), in an article on the developmerfoolis groups, stated, “the goal should be not
only to use [the focus group] method, but to depéias well” (p. 157). Therefore, our purpose

in this article is to illuminate the importanceusing culturally responsive research practices
(Lahman, Geist, Rodriguez, Graglia, & DeRoche, 2@@Juide qualitative methodology and, in
particular, for focus group development. Borrowfr@m the context of teaching and learning, the
term culturally responsive, refers to instructiosiahtegies which center “equitable social power
or cultural wealth” (Ginsberg & Wlodkowski, 2009, 28) within the learning environment. For
example, instruction is culturally responsive wiies diverse cultural backgrounds, prior
experiences, strengths, and performance stylesidésts (Gay, 2000) are central to pedagogy. A
culturally responsive stance, acknowledges how damiculture paradigms limit the ways in
which knowledge is created and provides an altemftamework as to how knowledge can be
constructed and understood (Gay, 2000; Villegasu&ds, 2002a). When considering research as
culturally responsive, cultural referents and pecsipes are used to acknowledge and connect
participants' multiple cultures and social ideastivithin the inquiry process, providing relevant
lenses through which participants interact witreegshers in the co-creation of knowledge (Gay
& Kirkland, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Lahmanadt, 2011).

In this article we will provide a brief history fidcus groups and an overview of the emergent
research using focus groups with traditionally nvaalized communities. Through original
research we conducted intentionally designed fgcosps as a method for data collection, we
describe examples of traditional focus groups ucally responsive focus groups (CRFGs), and
naturally occurring CRFGs. Finally, methodologiaatl ethical considerations of CRFGs will be
discussed.

Theoretical Framework

For this article, our shared perspectives on coosttism, feminism, and critical race theory
frameworks, as well as our understandings of cailiuresponsive practices, informed our
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research. Janesick (2000) advocated the use afptauheories in research as a primary way for
researchers to broaden their understandings. Qoitiststs assume reality is socially constructed
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Schwandt, 1994). Peopleasys of knowing come from their own
mental derivations due to their particular experésnand contexts, and, as a result,
acknowledging multiple realities is essential ia thteraction between the researcher and
participants (Baxter Magolda, 2001). By design,starctivist focus groups allow participants
and researchers to co-create knowledge togethkeirviite specific focus group context rather
than uncover the one singulBiuth about a research question.

Similarly, feminists typically do not hold a singdpistemology (Schwandt, 2001). Olsen (2005)
characterized feminist work as “highly diversifiethormously dynamic, and thoroughly
challenging” (p. 235). However, there are fundaralsntvhich feminist researchers share: 1) a
focus on gender and power; 2) a goal to conducbarapng research; and 3) an emphasis on
alternative ways to conduct research (Olsen, 2Fashinist researchers have been central to
deconstructing the power dynamic between thoseareised and the researcher (Creswell, 1998).
Further, feminists place at the center of theieagsh the voices of those who have typically been
marginalized, most often women'’s voices (for exanMinister, 1991); however, feminist
research has extended its’ scope to include adydoaand understanding of groups such as
children persons with disabilities, and those wdentify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, and/or
transgendered (Olsen, 2005).

Some of the research portrayed in this articlefisrmed by a Chicana feminist epistemology,
another dimension of the feminist frame. Chicamaifésm creates methodological strategies and
techniques that create a space for the constructiknowledge through the experiences, lives,
and voices of Latinas (Delgado Bernal, 1998; EleB@81; Gonzalez, 2001). This epistemology
challenges traditional paradigms by relocatingai lived experience to a central position in
the research and by viewing this experience aintieesection of the social identities of
race/ethnicity, class, gender, and sexual ide(hzaldua, 1987; Delgado Bernal, 1998;
Gonzalez, 2001). The Chicana feminist frameworkirtfisishes Latina participants as co-
researchers in the meaning making of the emergiite d

Focus groups have been noted as a method compatibla feminist epistemological frame as it
allows researchers to minimize the distance betwsemselves and the participants. This allows
multivocality (multiple voices are heard) duringtresearch process (Madriz, 2000). Thus focus
groups afford participants more influence in theearch setting (Jowett & O'Toole, 2006;
Madriz, 2000). As researchers, we believe the fecbiducting research can be a
transformational process in which we challenge rag$ions and make meaning of new
information (Creswell, 1998; Crotty, 1998). Our Wwavith CRFGs allowed us to honor the
experiences of participants and to create researgihonments that were welcoming and
supportive of participants’ social identities.

Considering focus groups from a culturally respeagierspective is also grounded in critical
theories (Freire, 1970; Kamberelis & Dimitriadi€08) and, in particular, critical race theory
(CRT). A critical frame emphasizes researchers Watikh people and nainthem” (Kamberelis
& Dimitriadis, 2005, p. 889). The specific goal@RT is to ‘trouble’ conventional ways of
conducting research by addressing intrinsic racighich is enmeshed with society and
frequently invisible to dominant powers (LadsonkBds, 2000). CRT researchers attempt to
“speak explicitly back to the webbed relations istdry, political economy, and everyday lives
of women and men of color” (Fine & Weis, 2005, ) &nd challenge conventions for viewing
and conducting research (Rossman & Rallis, 1998)héheart of this challenge is the need to
acknowledge that research involves power, is caeduay “raced, gendered, classed, and
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politically oriented individuals” (Rossman & Ralli$998, p. 66), is interpreted at an intersection
of one’s race, class, age, sexual orientationgander, and has historically pathologized
marginalized groups (Liamputtong, 2007).

We believe the facilitation of focus groups carfdmtered in a culturally responsive manner. In
the sections to follow, we will briefly discuss tadcal and contemporary focus groups, the
current discourse on conducting focus groups, enadly, reflections on the development of
CRFGs.

Historical to Contemporary Focus Groups

From the earliest documented focus group studiegdRius, 1926) to WWII war morale
research (Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1956/1990),dh&up interview, or the focus group,
developed out of one-on-one interviews. In the 1956cus groups on management problems in
the military were conducted (Frey & Fontana, 1983) market researchers also began to use
focus groups. In academic arenas, researcheedyagmored the early work on focus groups
until the 1970s (Krueger & Casey, 2000; Morgan,208y the 1980'’s, focus groups began to be
used more broadly in the social sciences (Goldm#éhc&onald, 1987; Greenbaum, 1988;
Krueger, 1994; Templeton, 1994) including critigedups such as Marxists, feminists, and
literacy advocates (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2006pntemporary focus group research has
broadened into discussions of computer mediataasfgooups (Graffigna & Bosio, 2006; Turney
& Pocknee, 2005), ethics (Hofmeyer & Scott, 20@nY emergent novel methods (Morgan et al.,
2008; Propst, 2008).

In recent literature, researchers have initiatedsetsation about the use of focus groups with
distinctive participant populations (Farnsworth &dd, 2010; Hennick, 2008; Madriz, 2000;
Moody et al., 2004). Intentionally constructing fisogroups with participants who share similar
characteristics, experiences, and identities has beknowledged as having important benefits in
regard to the data gathered and the comfort ahtttigiduals present (Fallon & Brown, 2002).
This is particularly true for focus group researstseeking to work with participants who have
been traditionally marginalized (Allen, 2006; Fall& Brown, 2002; Madriz, 1998; Woodring et
al., 2006). For example, Madriz (1998) describedifogroups with women as “a form of
collective testimony” (p. 116). Further, she toutied benefits of focus groups for women in
general, and in particular, for those who have lektitionally marginalized by their
socioeconomic status or racial/ethnic identity. ka(L998) stated,

Communication among women can be an awakening iexqoerand an important
element of a consciousness raising process, betaasserts women'’s right to
substantiate their own experiences. The discovertydther women face similar
problems or share analogous ideas is an imporaht.in women'’s realization that
their opinions are legitimate and valid. (p. 116411

Similarly, in a study of the Bangladeshi communkigjlon and Brown (2002) concluded that
creating focus groups with participants who shaceramon culture “can be highly
advantageous...especially where ethnic minority gsaane concerned” (p. 206). Participants in
the study felt especially comfortable engaginchimfocus groups, because facilitators shared
participants’ culture and experiences. A sharegegpce and identity with the focus group
facilitator can provide additional opportunity fanthentic sharing among focus group
participants.
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When constructed intentionally, focus groups caddweloped to reflect an environment that
seems natural, comfortable, and affirming for ggstints. However, Madriz (1998) noted that
although focus groups are a legitimate and weliizeti data collection strategy, “discussion on
culturally sensitive methodologies are virtuallysabt from the literature on qualitative and
ethnographic methods” (p. 125). Farnsworth and B@61.0) argued the need for focus group
research to be problematized. Indeed focus growgpslassically seen as a quick and easy way to
collect data. Time and patience are required toeetfully attend to participants’ cultural
backgrounds (Balch & Mertens, 1999). Furthermornmick (2008) called for transparency in
methodological decision-making in cross-culturale@ch settings in order to provide researchers
who are new to cross-cultural and/or internatiorakarch settings with strategies for conducting
research. Building on Madriz (2000), Kamberelis &mahitriadis (2005) focused on conscious
raising groups: “...the primary goal of the CRGs [gtinus raising groups]...was to build

“theory” from the lived experiences of women thatilcl contribute to their emancipation” (p.
893). Through this article, our intent is to joldommunity with those who have attempted to
address this gap in the literature, to make tranesppdhe methods we have used in conducting our
own focus groups, and to contribute to the conviEnsan culturally responsive research
practices (Lahman et al. 2011) and focus groups.

Elements of Culturally Responsive Focus Groups

As researchers, we began to craft the notion @fially responsive research practices through
the exploration of culturally responsive teachimggtices that focus on creating classroom
environments that best meet the needs of all steader allow for new ways to understand and
co-construct knowledge (Farmer, Hauk & Neumannb2@ay, 2000; Villegas & Lucas, 2002a).
Through their research in high school contextdedds and Lucas (2002a) describe six aspects
of a culturally responsive educator. Informed by tllturally responsive teaching scholarship,
we advance six parallel elements which describetiterally responsive researcher (See Table
1).

Table 1: Six elements of culturally responsive resech informed by culturally responsive teaching (madlified
from Villegas & Lucas, 2002a, 2002b).

Culturally Responsive Researcher Culturally Responsive Teacher

Is socially conscious Is socially conscious

Operates from an asset-based model seeing partisip Operates from an asset-based model seeing allnttide
perspectives and stories as opportunities for backgrounds as opportunities for learning
understanding reality and co-constructing knowledge

Sees self as a change agent responsible for geatin Sees self as a change agent responsible for gyeatin
comfortable environments allowing for authenticrifiga ~ environments for all students to be successful
of experience

Is aware of participants’ social identities and Is able to creatively navigate various learnindesty
acknowledges these identities throughout the rekear

process

Is reflexive about researcher’s own personal shoy Utilizes individual student stories to expand amtuild
how it impacts the research experience student knowledge base.

Utilizes participant stories to expand and enhance Acknowledges students personal stories

participants’ ability to co-construct knowledge hit the
research setting.
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Both culturally responsive educators and reseasateeognize the limitations of dominant social
and cultural paradigms and provide an expansivéegbmwith respect to ‘knowledge’ and how
that knowledge is created and understood. Themaofi being culturally responsive specifically
emphasizes the critical need for educators anduresers, to “know who they are as people,
understanding the contexts in which they teach famdiuct research], and questioning their
knowledge and assumptions” (Gay & Kirkland, 20031§1). By recognizing the power
dynamics inherent in our roles as researchers hasveur own social and cultural identities, we
seek to minimize the intimidation and discomfogttimay be experienced in traditional research
methodologies and enhance the participants’ aliditgo-construct knowledge within the
research setting. These tenets are important lfoesgarchers using focus groups and are
particularly salient when considering CRFG fadilda. As a concrete suggestion, CRFG
researchers should ask themselves the followingtiuns to check their assumptions and
reflexivity:

1. What are the participants’ social and cultural tites?

2. How do the participants’ social and cultural idées inform their unique
communication and/or relationship characteristieg &re important for me to
acknowledge within this research?

3. What are the naturally occurring environments theigipants already share?

4. How can | create and/or join a context that feelmfortable and affirming to
participants?

5. How do | best acknowledge my own social and cultigientities and minimize
the distance between myself and participants?

6. How do | best elicit the rich information thesetmapants can share about their
storied lives that in turn will make the researtdrgmost rich and representative
of their experience?

As researchers answer these and other questiditufzarto their unique setting, appropriate
CRFG strategies emerge and allow the researcloeeéte a setting focused on participants,’
rather than researchers,’ ways of communicatingstémnytelling.

Researchers’ Reflections on Focus Group Methodology

Reflections in this article are based on our exgmexes as researchers conducting focus groups.
While attentive to placing participants at the eemtf inquiry, these focus groups ranged from
traditional to naturally occurring and culturallgsponsive. Brief descriptions of the studies used
to inform this article are presented. The focusigrmethods are discussed in the context of
traditional focus groups, CRFGs with Latina pag#aits, and naturally occurring CRFGs with
children.

Traditional Focus Groups

Monica, conducted traditional focus groups in treasof qualitative evaluation. As part of a
program evaluation, a series of eight focus grauifs students in an Interpreter Preparation
Program at a community college in the U.S. weradooted. Half of the focus groups consisted
of current students in the program, while the ottaf was conducted with graduates from the
program. The questions asked of these groups wkxed to strengths and weaknesses of the
program and included suggestions for improvemewnibh also conducted several focus groups
as a part of course evaluations. In these focuspgrashe facilitated end-of-term discussions
about college courses, again with the overall gbahproving the courses. Finally, Monica
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facilitated several focus groups with communitylegé students as part of a research project
whose purpose was to understand what makes suglcesige students. Based on criteria that
characterized successful students, students setftsd to participate in these focus groups.

Monica’s focus groups were conducted accordindgaodard focus group methods (Krueger &
Casey, 2000) and involved four to twelve particigain the program evaluation, a few of the
students were acquainted with fellow participahtsyever, for the most part, these students did
not know each other. In the second set of focugpgdcourse evaluations), the participants knew
each other as classmates. And in the focus gralgi®d to success, the participants did not know
one another.

As Monica began to work in the area of culturaiggonsive research and conducted focus
groups with youth regarding reduction of risk-takimehaviors she wondered how the focus
groups might have been conducted differently. Wihilenew research topic clearly would
benefit from the use of CRFG due to the sensitatene of the research she began to see the
application of CRFGs to all of the focus group egsh she had conducted. For example,
elsewhere Monica has argued that community coléggents comprise a unique culture that is
marginalized in the field of higher education (&e2007). These students are often
representative of marginalized groups reflectingedie racial or ethnic backgrounds, women,
first-generation college students, lower socioeatindackgrounds, and are typically older than
traditional college students (Mohammadi, 1994; Semsn2003). While traditional focus groups
allowed Monica to provide the university with rélaly quick and inexpensive evaluative
information, this approach did not provide Monicidhvwa way of eliciting deep or meaningful
data. CRFGs that emphasized the unique culturerofraunity college students might have been
particularly useful for the research question rdupgy what makes a successful college student.

Culturally Responsive Focus Groups with Latina Colkkge Students

Katrina and Jana directed an extensive case stmgrang transformational leadership
development with non-traditional aged college woraea public university in the U.S.
southwest (Rodriguez, Schwartz, & Graglia, 200 $tudents selected for this study were
participants in a leadership program which operftat a strengths-based philosophy of
leadership development for women, particularly has$i. Program participants took part in a
shared leadership development curriculum which$edwn re-defining leadership from a non-
hierarchical and inclusive perspective. In thisigtwe explored how the curriculum had an
impact on participants’ understanding and beliéfsuh leadership and how the process of
redefining leadership as non-hierarchical and sigkiinfluenced participants’ behaviors,
particularly their ability to seek additional leasleip experiences.

As a part of the leadership study, Katrina and Jerséed a focus group for eight Latina
participants designed specifically to address thasaof connection between cultural identity and
leadership development. In the spirit of commurtity focus group was held at Katrina's home.
The atmosphere was intentionally designed to reflecspace students had experienced within
their leadership program, which frequently includigstussions over a meal in a comfortable
setting. According to Hennick (2008), who workedhiinternational and cross-cultural focus
groups, context and culture of study participarntsimfluence the research venue; therefore,
focus groups may be held in locations relevantftigipants, such as the home of a community
leader.

In this case, Katrina served dinner, traditionahkmade Mexican food, by candle light. The
environment was festive and many participants contetkit was like being at home for a family
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celebration. As the focus group wrapped up, pasditi Sylvia (pseudonym) commented on the
interaction:

...thank you. It's so inspirational...to come and talkereak from life to experience
life. It's motivating. Because times get tough anigink [our conversations] all feed
off of each other, so thank you ladies. It's beeady[for] me.

Similarly, in another study, Katrina collected ividiual life histories from five Mexican-
American women and then, over a festive meal,ifatgld a focus group in her home (Rodriguez
& Lahman, 2011). Instead of seeing the focus gsmlely as a validity tool to corroborate the
one-on-one interview data, Katrina felt that theu® group was a natural extension of the
research that expressed the culture and contéterican-American community, celebration,
and relationship. During the CRFG, Katrina explattesl feelings and beliefs Latina college
women had about body image and beauty standartsfisplly the familial and cultural
messages received about their bodies and phygipabeance. To provide context for the focus
group conversation, Katrina unveiled a print of planting,Las Comadresyy Latino artist

Simon Silva (1991). Centering discussion on artwaak been called El Arte elicitation (Lahman,
Mendoza, Rodriguez, & Schwartz, 2001). In this caseparticipants examined the image of two
Mexican women whispering to each other over a Hecice, they interpreted what they saw in
the painting and the cultural connections the artvemd its title had for each of them. The El
Arte elicitation process created a culturally ajppiate segue to the discussion on culture and
beauty standards.

As a second component of this focus group, Kashexed preliminary findings with
participants, inviting them into the data analymiscess. In traditional inquiries, the researcher
generally claims sole authority in the analysipaiticipants’ lived experiences (Delgado Bernal,
1998). As the participants in Katrina’s study matksaning of the data, they also became co-
creators of knowledge (Sandoval, 1998), rather tigectified ‘subjects’ of the research
(Villenas, 1996), a critical element of Chicana feist methods. Throughout the focus group
session, the dialogue triggered ideas and thodigittsother women around the table. Much like
Madriz's (2000) study participants, the women inrie’s focus groups disagreed with each
other or spoke from opposing perspectives whem gxgieriences differed, denoting a freedom
within the group to express authentic perspectivebexperiences.

In both of these studies with Latina college worflRRadriguez & Lahman, 2011; Rodriguez et
al., 2007), the focus groups were important withim context of their respective inquiries
because they allowed for storytelling and sharihgptiective wisdom in ways that were
culturally salient for participants. This produadata and insights that might be less accessible
otherwise (Krueger & Casey, 2000). In this way, GRFreated space for these women of color
to “write culture together” (Madriz, 2000, p. 838) sharing the forms of oppression they
experienced as well as the resistance strateg@gaied in daily settings. These were important
contexts for participants’ meaning making arouratiership and body image for each study
respectively. Stories (data) emerged more freetpibge the group setting was supported by a
culturally and contextually familiar environmentdhhick, 2008) which allowed participants to
give “their testimonies in front of other womendikhemselves” (Madriz, p. 847). By making
explicit the cultural context of the research, mpartant backdrop emerges for understanding the
issues and implications of the study.
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Naturally Occurring, Culturally Responsive Focus Groups with Children

Childhood represents a distinct culture which adiiay never fully rejoin (Lahman, 2008). Even
the most skilled and patient adult is acceptediat, into a child culture as an adult friend, with
most adult researchers being accepted by childréreirole of teacher, parent, observer, or even
enemy (Wolcott, 2001). Although there are notalslgeetions (including Corsaro’s (1985) study
of preschool society, Fine’s (1987) exploratiorLitfle League baseball, and Thorne’s (1993)
examination of children’s play at school), resedrah historically overlooked and or neglected
children as a culture (Holmes, 1998). Thereforis, df little surprise that focus group research
with children is not a developed methodology.

Using knowledge garnered from early childhood etlanaand early childhood research, Maria,
determined that, when at all possible, childrerudhbe asked questions in small groups that
naturally occur in the children’s contexts. Joinagre-existing or freely formed ‘naturally
occurring’ group of children helps diminish the Wdupower and allows the children to feel
more comfortable. One-on-one questioning of childray evoke the question and response
sessions children have with doctors, teachersnimrand other authority figures (Graue &
Walsh, 1998). A classic example of a naturally odng type of children’s group would be a
teacher’s or librarian’s circle, meeting, or grdimpe. Lather and Smithies (1997) exemplary
study of women living with HIV is a hallmark for fwonaturally occurring focus groups may be
conducted with adults. Morgan, Fellows, and Guey@@08) discuss repeated focus groups
which are similar to recurring natural focus graups

Over the course of one academic year, Maria tookipaver 60 naturally occurring snack time
conversations with five-year-olds in a public sdhbalf-day kindergarten classroom. Children
self-selected into Maria’s focus groups by choosier own snack time seat. Groups ranged
from four to six children and lasted 10 to 20 m@witThe entire class ate snack at the same time.
Typically, children left the snack group as thenighed their snack. At the beginning of the year,
the children engaged in conversation as they ndymaluld and Maria only participated when
asked direct questions. As she began to develapgort with the children and when it seemed
appropriate Maria would introduce topics of conagion or build on existing topics to elicit data.
While the children ate and chatted, Maria transatibonversations onto a laptop computer. This
data collection technique yielded rich, contextuedlevant information in areas as diverse as
disability, nutrition, friendship, reality/fantasgnd family life. The following is an example of
children naturally preparing others for a developtakmilestone: losing a first tooth.

Meg brought a little film canister to the snackléadbind opened the lid reverently to
display a tiny white tooth. John, who was busdirg, stopped to admire the tooth
and started to speak in excited tones. "You shputdt under your pillow!"

Meg said, "l already did. | left the Tooth Fairyate that said, 'Please leave my
tooth. Please don't take my tooth. Leave moneyadiitle stuffed kitty.” The tooth
fairy did it all. She left five gold dollars."”

John, seeing that Meg was a voice of experiencedpas important question, "Did
it hurt when your tooth came out?"

While Meg did not think it hurt too much Madelingerrupted shaking her head
dramatically, "Yeah, it hurts super bad. They jiudind it bleeds. It really hurts
because either you have to pull it out or your ni@s to."

Ama, a tall girl, added, "I have five grown up teet¥ou can't see the holes
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anymore."

Curious about the children's conceptions of théhtfairy, Maria asked John, "What
happens when you put a tooth under a pillow?"

"You'll get millions of dollars so | can get a Jsgs&c Park toy," he answered.

Although Maria posed the questions in several difieways the children did not question the
existence of a tooth fairy.

Constructing Culturally Responsive Focus Groups

Focus groups have been shown to be effective ddlectton methods for children (Morgan et
al., 2002) and for Latina women (Madriz, 2002). dlrgh our experience as researchers, we
concur and have come to appreciate the valualdenirattion elicited through our focus groups.
In this article we specifically address the besedit being culturally responsive in research
practice when utilizing focus group methods, whetiteating a unique focus group or joining a
naturally occurring group. In particular, we bebethe success of the focus groups we have
conducted is directly related to the environmengsied in each of the settings.

In the following section we will discuss how CRFGyrhelp validate participants’ identities, the
role of the researcher, traditional focus groupceons, and ethical and methodological
considerations.

Validating the Identities of Participants

Several authors have acknowledged that focus giatgpcollection is most effective when
participants share similar social identities angdegilences and are in a comfortable environment
(Breen, 2006; Fallon & Brown, 2002; Madriz, 1998pwever, these authors have stopped short
of distinguishing the importance of designing tbeus group to validate the identities of
participants. For focus groups to be culturalleefive, the environment must either be chosen or
intentionally designed to value and affirm the jggpaints (Hennick, 2008). Simply inviting
participants with similar characteristics will g sufficient (Jowett & O'Toole, 2006). While
there is value in having similar participants sheafecus group experience, our research
demonstrates the depth of information which magdmered from CRFGs designed specifically
to value and uphold the participants’ identities.

In the community college evaluation study, for epdamtwo traditional focus groups were held
with the participants of the Interpreter Preparaftsogram. Participants in this study were highly
connected to each other and had an intimate sleaptience; however, when brought together
for a traditional focus group, the research sefiitigcontrived. Trustworthy and important
information emerged from the traditional focus grodowever, data with greater richness and
depth surfaced when gender and cultural identiewpait at the center of the research experience
in the CRFGs of Latina participants. Madriz (2080ygested the multivocality of a group setting
focused on gender, ethnic culture, and socioecanbatkground, validates and empowers
participants and their collective experiences withie research process. This is supported by
Maria’'s focus group experience. Joining childrethair chosen snack tables allowed access to
ways of communicating and issues that typicallgeabiut which may go unnoticed in a focus
group established outside the naturally occurrimgrenment.

Facilitators of CRFG are also cognizant of the alues that exist in an environment. Morgan
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(2002), for example, shares that he learned almnoglresponsive to culture through an
understanding of the British ‘living room discugsst In Britain, focus group participants are

less likely to sit around a table, a configuratidmich is frequently present in focus group
literature from the United States. British focusus were developed through marketing
research in Britain, which utilized living room cmrsations held after the viewing of a
commercial or other advertisement. When condudbtiogs groups in Britain, a culturally
responsive focus group facilitator would be congsiof this information and be more likely to
conduct focus groups in someone’s home or in a cdatfle, informal setting — and without a
table (Morgan, 2002). Allen (2006) was also mindffithe physical environment in which she
conducted focus groups with gay and lesbian ydsitle. chose a location that had posters, reading
material, and other visuals affirming lesbian, gayl bisexual identities. She knew she wanted
an environment reflecting positive and supportivessages as the youth participants were taking
the risk to share personal information about teekual identity with her.

Similarly, studies conducted by Madriz (2002) aadesal of our focus groups centered on the
sharing of food. Traditionally, researchers usemtifas a way of attracting participants to focus
groups or as tokens of appreciation for particgratit is important to note that culturally
responsive researchers utilize food to celebraticigmnts’ culture or identity and/or preferred
method of interacting and conversing. A CRFG emuinent is developed to reflect the naturally
occurring discussions which happen over a sharexd with families or friends, not as a
contrived way to lure participation.

When deciding to use focus groups as a means farcddection, researchers need to be
reflective of the best environment for their pagamts. CRFGs require an awareness of
participants’ cultural identities and natural waysommunicating, and an ability to place those
identities and communication styles at the centene’s research. We argue that, when possible,
researchers should join pre-existing groups. TFetysaf a pre-existing group will allow
participants to feel most comfortable in sharingjitinique story with an outsider researcher. If it
is not possible, great attention must be giverréating a space that feels culturally natural and
affirming to the participants.

Role of the Researcher

Culturally responsive focus group researchers aatithtors must value and respect the
experiences of the participants, beyond the comtietkte research question. Facilitators must also
be attentive to their own multiple social identti¢for example, race, class, gender, sexual
orientation, and age) and how these identities tiigphact the experience of the participants. If,
for example, Maria was unaware of how her iderg#yan adult impacts children’s play and
conversation, the data she gathered would havelbsgmeaningful. Similarly, Jana identifies as
a white woman and having white women present duidgscussion on Latina leadership was
acknowledged by the participants. Using a welcorsieigse of humor, the participants decided to
accept Jana as a Latina for the night, as onecfmaatit, Nancy, suggested, “You...are Latina...
because we adopted you.” These remarks, howevehemterpreted as evidence that the
subsequent conversation would typically not haygpbaed in the company of white people. It
was important for Jana to be aware of and comflatatih this dynamic in order to maintain the
safety of the space for the participants. The \albeliefs, and comfort of the participants must
be central to the process of CRFGs to allow fomtiost valid and reliable information to emerge.

Most importantly, researchers must be truly intexéén and have an appreciation for
participants’ cultural identities and the storiesny shared. Fallon and Brown (2002) indicate
that the selection of facilitators for their foaygr®ups was a vitally important task; both
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facilitators and participants in their study indeghthat having facilitators who knew and valued
the story being shared was central to the effentige of the focus groups. Researchers must be
cognizant and attentive to who moderates focusggr@dennick, 2008) as participants will

quickly become aware of facilitators who do notueahnd demonstrate interest in the experiences
and stories of participants. The identity of thee@cher is, therefore, imperative to the design of
CRFGs.

Addressing Historical Focus Group Concerns

We firmly believe that all research endeavors bdéhefit from an understanding of culturally
responsive research practices. We address sorhe bistorical concerns of focus group
researchers’ in this section. A current controvémsipcus group research is that even though
focus groups should be designed to feel naturelesesearchers suggest that focus groups
validity may be compromised because participantskitizeir true feelings and beliefs to fit in
with other focus group participants (Jowett & O T&d006; Morgan, 2002). Culturally
responsive researchers may have a different otientsmward issues of validity as they take the
view that trustworthy data can be elicited in rielal, community settings. Culturally responsive
researchers operate under the assumption thatisheoesingle ‘true’ version of a person’s life
that can be captured. Instead, there is the pavhoris a participant personified in a group and
the person who is a participant personified in onesne settings; both are valid representations
of is the participant. CRFGs address the traditivakdity concern by creating environments in
which participants may easily take on roles andpestives familiar and comfortable to them,
and thus communicate in natural ways, which mingnae eliminate masking behavior.

As Maria interviewed children in their classroote goined tables that were already familiar and
naturally occurring. While her presence certaiigreged the dynamic of the group, it is likely
she obtained trustworthy information as she joiared adapted to a naturally occurring group
rather than gathering information in a contriveskearch setting. The children were more likely to
communicate in a relatively normal manner as thegevin an everyday context. Similarly,
Minister (1991) found that when working with wome&ho are shy for a variety of reasons
related to social identities, focus groups wereenrtmmfortable and reflected a more natural
communication environment than did individual intews. In the focus group context, these
women felt more open to share freely and comfoytabbut their unique experiences. CRFGs,
then, are more likely to represent authentic actilirnformation, because participants are
communicating in natural ways in an environment #ffirms their experience and ways of
sharing information.

Debate also exists regarding whether focus groigdd gnore valuable information from
friends/acquaintances versus from strangers pgaatioig in a group together (Fallon & Brown,
2002). While we believe there is value for partigifs interacting in a naturally occurring group
environment, the established relationship betwegtigipants appears to be less important than is
designing environments that speak to the culturatext of participants’ identities and ways of
knowing. In a study of 7-11 year-old children witsthma, Morgan et al., (2002) separated the
boys from the girls, thus acknowledging that, & #ye, gender is a salient characteristic and
discussions with both boys and girls present coulibit authentic sharing. It was important to
recognize the ways in which children at this agammuoinicate in order to create a supportive
environment. Likewise, in one of her CRFGs, Katsnzarticipants did not know each other;
however, as these women gathered in an environtianplaced their Latina identity at the
center of the focus group experience, they were @béngage in authentic and meaningful
communication. For many women, collective stor{ifiglabout their experiences can feel more
natural than traditional one-to-one settings (Mad2D02). The focus group reflected the
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women'’s identities and ways of storytelling, andgtiereated an environment to which they could
communicate authentically despite their lack obpacquaintance. CRFG allows rich data to
emerge in situations which are culturally famikad affirming, whether or not participants know
each other prior to the focus group experience.

Ethical Considerations

CRFGs are not without ethical considerations. Rebealways has ethical tensions and feminist
research, even in its desire to affirm and valida#eginalized voices, is no exception (Patai,
1991). CRFGs can be viewed as highly manipulathgerasearchers should carefully consider
the following questions: (1) If environments areated to feel like home or a gathering of
friends, is the process deceptive? (2) Can paatitipbe ‘friends’ with researchers? (for example,
Ellis, 2007) (3) Will CRFGs induce participantssiware more freely and result in participant
discomfort with data use? (4) Has the researchegbeen explained adequately so that
participants fully understand how the data willused and who might be interested in what is
perceived as their ‘living room’ discussion? ltrigportant for researchers to keep these questions
in mind and to be transparent with participantsualtioe research process. Steps, such as
transcript review by participants and full explaoatof data use, should be taken to insure
research transparency.

Most importantly, researchers must be continuoasty consistently reflexive in their research
practices and seek to conduct the most ethicaarelsgossible. Creating focus group
environments that are meaningful, welcoming and fa&f participants is good practice; however,
it does not eliminate the possibility of ethicdkbdimas surfacing. It is the culturally responsive
researcher’s job to be proactive and reflectivihendevelopment and design of focus groups,
creating environments that best meet the needseapéct the rights of the participants.

Methodological Considerations

Focus groups are not effective in every situatiath &ith every group (Jowett & O'Toole, 2006)
and can be time consuming, costly, and difficulat@nge, facilitate, and transcribe. Facilitating
CRFGs adds an additional layer of challenge. Triptizns may be more time intensive and
costly due to overlapping talk, emotional noisg/§orrow), and background sounds from food
and drink consumption. Additionally, in internat@ror cross-cultural groups where there is a
difference in language among participants and rekeess, attention must be given to finding and
training facilitators and transcriptionists withpappriate language skills (Hennick, 2008).

While not every researcher will wish to use CRF&pécially due to time and money
constraints) an understanding of culturally respentenets will aid their work. Balch and
Mertens (1999) emphasized the time consuming nafités approach. In some research
situations, traditional focus groups will be moleetive and appropriate. Researchers and
participants may find CRFGs affirming and meanihdbut the appropriate use of CRFGs must
be carefully considered in the same manner onedwmarsider the use of any research method.

Final Reflections

Focus groups exist on a continuum, from traditidoalis groups to naturally occurring CRFG.
We argue that when a rich, storied experiencesgelt from participants, the best setting is a
CRFG. Culturally responsive research practice reitedss creating a natural, empowering, and
validating setting for participants. Traditionatfs group methods should be adapted to
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participant culture, just as individual intervieeu® tailored to meet the needs of distinctive
respondents (Gubrium & Holstein, 2002). CRFGs ataable for the fertile, trustworthy data
that emerges, and they allow researchers to dematesbncern and respect for participants who
are sharing their intimate stories.

We encourage researchers to utilize focus groupadstwhich are attentive to the cultural
identity and ways of knowing of their participari&eing culturally responsive in research
practices, and specifically in focus group develeptprovides an atmosphere in which
participants will feel valued and understood. Restears will garner rich data because
participants will be more likely to share authealligin a research environment that reflects their
cultural contexts.
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