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Research Methodology

The assessment process took place during a one-and-a-half year period from January 2006
through April 2007. Staff from the Research and Planning Division at Travis County Health
and Human Services & Veterans Service conducted the research and wrote the report.
Assessment partners and the Immigrant Assessment Steering Committee advised the process,
assisted with primary research, reviewed and made contributions to the written work, and
provided ongoing support to the project.

Assessment researchers utilized a two-pronged approach to information gathering: secondary
research (data collection and literature review) and primary research (provider forum and
immigrant focus groups). While the secondary research provided the basic foundation for this
any assessment process, the primary research made the assessment process more inclusive of
the local Travis County community.

Following is a description of the methodology used to conduct the primary and secondary
research.

Provider Forum

As an initial step in the assessment process, the Immigrant Assessment Steering Committee
hosted a forum of service providers. The meeting was held on June 8, 2006 at the City of Austin
Learning Research Center.

The objectives of the forum were to:

e Convene stakeholders
e Gather input to help frame the assessment and inform the research process
e Generate qualitative findings

Participants: Invitations to the forum were distributed through the Community Action
Network listserv and through steering committee members’ professional networks. Recruiting
efforts targeted social workers, outreach workers, caseworkers, education and healthcare
professionals and other providers who serve immigrant populations.

Over 100 representatives of non-profit agencies, faith-based organizations, government, private
businesses and media participated in the forum. Participants represented professions including
but not limited to law, healthcare, education, social services and public safety.

Meeting Process and Content: The schedule consisted of an introductory session to provide an
overview of the assessment process and two breakout sessions around six issue areas that had
been previously identified by the steering committee. Breakout session issue areas included:
education, legal services/civil rights, housing, workforce, health and basic services. Attendees
were encouraged to identify and attend the breakout sessions for which the issues best reflected
their agency’s services and programs.
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Trained R&P and Community Action Network staff led the breakout sessions. Facilitators
posed the following questions:

1. What are the top three needs of the immigrants that you serve?
2. What are the top three barriers that prevent immigrants from getting their needs met?
3. What specific action steps need to be taken to remove these barriers?

Scribes recorded participant responses at the front of the room on large easel pads and later
used them to create transcriptions of the forum.

Use of the Results: The information collected through the forum was used to identify issue
areas, inform the assessment process, and direct the primary and secondary research. Report
writers also incorporated this information into the report as part of the local findings.

Immigrant Focus Groups

Staff from the Research and Planning Division (R&P staff) and community stakeholders held 18
focus groups with self-identified immigrants during summer 2006. The goal and objectives of
the focus groups were to:

e Incorporate an inclusive and community-based approach in the assessment process,

e Portray Travis County immigrants’ experiences and perspectives, and

e Supplement the information collected from providers, current literature and available
statistical data.

Process development and participant recruitment: The steering committee and Ré&P staff
determined that the focus group research would target self-identifying immigrants, regardless
of their citizenship status. Researchers set a goal to conduct approximately 20 focus groups that
reflected 1) the demographic makeup of Travis County’s immigrant population 2) a diversity of
experiences and perspectives 3) geographic diversity. As immigrants of Hispanic and Asian
origin make up the majority of Travis County’s immigrant population, researchers concentrated
outreach efforts in these communities.

A diverse ad hoc committee —predominantly representing the Asian or refugee populations—
helped to advise the process and to suggest outreach methods and resources within their
communities. Ad hoc committee members, steering committee members and other contacts
from faith-based and community-based organizations helped to identify community leaders
who could serve as liaisons. The liaisons recruited focus group participants and helped
coordinate the logistics of each group.

R&P staff and community liaisons arranged a total of 18 focus groups, which took place from
July to October 2006, in various settings and locations around Travis County. (Group names
and specific sites are not listed herein, so as to ensure the confidentiality of focus group
participants and their respective service providers.)
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Description of Participants: A total of 116 people participated in the focus groups. Because
participation was fully voluntary and participants could choose what, if any, demographic
information to share, demographics were not collected for all participants. However, the
information that was shared showed diversity among participants regarding age, gender,
ethnicity, educational level and socioeconomic status.

e Gender: 59% of participants were female and 41% were male.

e Age: Only a small number of participants shared their exact ages. However,
participants included students in their teenage years and early twenties, elderly and
retired individuals, and persons of a variety

of ages in between.

. . . .. Travis County Focus Group
o Country/region of origin: 97 participants Participants' Regions of Origin
(84%) shared their country or region of (n=97)
origin. The three countries that were most South
America

highly represented were Mexico, Cuba and

3% Africa

China. Other countries of origin included 19%
Liberia, Guatemala, Sudan, Vietnam, India, .
El Salvador and Chile, among others. NE(;/CO °

e Years of residency in the United States: 62 '16\98;,
participants (53%) disclosed their years of
residency in the U.S., with a slightly higher
representation among those more recently
arrived. Nearly a quarter (24%) had lived in
the U.S. for one year or less, 32% for two to
tive years, 18% for six to ten years, and the
remaining 26% of participants had lived in

the U.S. for more than ten years.

Central
Anmerica

Source: Travis Co. HHS/VS, 25%

Research & Fanning Focus
Groups, 2006.

e Occupation: 60 participants (52%) shared their occupation or employment history. A
wide array of professions were represented, with students and homemakers being the
most highly represented. Other included engineering, day labor,
hospitality/service work, construction, IT, and janitorial/custodial work.

industries

Question formulation: R&P staff designed the following seven open-ended questions:

1) Please introduce yourself: Tell us your first name and something about yourself.

2) When did you move to Travis County and why?

3) Please describe a typical day for you. [In this portion, facilitators were asked to encourage
participants to explain what they do from the morning to the evening, and to probe for feedback
on the key issue areas for the assessment.]

4) What does a “good” day look like for you?

5) What does a “challenging” day look like for you?

6) What keeps you living in Travis County?
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7) If you had the power to change something in your environment to make your life easier,
what would you do?

The questions were written in a user-friendly format so as to 1) promote non-leading, open and
safe conversation, 2) encourage participants to draw from personal experience, and 3) facilitate
incorporation of immigrant perspectives into the final written report.

Facilitator selection & training: Each focus group was led by one facilitator, and recorded by
one scribe. In many cases, the community liaisons who recruited participants and coordinated
focus groups also served as facilitators and, in some cases, as scribes. The facilitator’s role was
to create and maintain a safe environment, protect participants’ confidentiality, and prompt and
moderate discussion. Scribes (who were primarily R&P staff) recorded participants’ self-
disclosed demographic data, their comments in discussion, and other notable information, such
as body language and emotional responses. R&P staff elected not to make audio transcriptions,
so as to assure participants” confidentiality. In lieu of taping, scribes transcribed notes by hand.
To ensure consistency, facilitators and scribes received training from R&P staff prior to
conducting focus groups. Focus group facilitators also had a chance to review the questionnaire
in advance to allow for clarification of any questions prior to conducting focus groups.

Focus Group Facilitation: Prior to the start of every focus group, the facilitator provided each
participant with an information sheet that explained the purpose of the immigrant assessment
and the importance of community involvement in the process. Facilitators informed
participants that names and identifying information would remain confidential, and that
information shared in the group would be combined with information from other focus groups.
Participants were also assured that their comments would not affect any services received from
service providers.

Facilitators began by relaying “ground rules” to the participants:

e Only first names would be used in the focus group setting and no names would be
attached to specific comments in the report.

« Participation in the group was voluntary. Participants could choose to leave at any time
and for any reason.

« Notes would be transcribed but not recorded.

Facilitators then proceeded to read questions one by one. They allowed time for all participants
to contribute to discussion by pausing between each question and encouraging further
comments by asking probing questions. At the end of each session, facilitators and scribes
thanked participants for their time and contribution to the assessment.

Post-research analysis and use of the results: After all focus groups were completed, staff
reviewed notes, sorted focus group comments by issues, and identified recurring themes within
and across issue areas. Report writers incorporated these focus group results into the local
findings sections of the report in order to include local immigrant voices.
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Secondary Research

Steering committee members and provider forum participants helped to identify key issue areas
for inclusion in the report. Based on this guidance, staff from the Research and Planning
Division conducted secondary research on each of these topics by 1) consulting with issue area
experts, 2) conducting literature reviews, 3) exploring policy issues, and 4) collecting and
analyzing local, state and national statistics.

Data Sources and Limitations: In reviewing literature, R&P staff used leading think-tanks and
research organizations, government resources and academic journals. Staff undertook this
research with an emphasis on non-partisan, accurate, and timely information.

In collecting data, staff primarily used the following sources:

¢ American Community Survey, 2005

e Current Population Survey, 2005 and 2006

e Texas Education Agency: Academic Indicator Excellence System and Public Education
Information Management System, School Years 1994-1995 to 2005-2006

e Texas Health Department of Vital Records, 1990-2004

e Decennial Census, 1850-2000

Each of these data sources uses specific and standardized research methods to collect
information on various topics, such as demographics, income, housing, and others. The U.S.
Census Bureau, one of the most comprehensive sources of data, collects information through a
variety of surveys. The decennial census is a long form that collects population information and
using a large sample size which enhances the reliability of the data. This report uses decennial
census information to provide long range historical context for national trends. However,
because the decennial census is only conducted every ten years it may not reflect an accurate
snapshot of communities undergoing rapid demographic change. For this reason, much of the
local data utilized in this report comes from the American Community Survey. The American
Community Survey uses a smaller sample than the decennial census but is conducted on an
ongoing basis with data released annually. This survey is not intended to show incremental
changes but is intended to provide a general indication of community conditions at a given
point of time.

For issue-specific data (for example, health insurance and high school graduation rates) staff
consulted other data sources including the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey;
Texas Education Agency’s Academic Indicator Excellence System; and the Texas Department of
State Health Services. Like the data sources described above, each of these data sources has its
own strengths and limitations related to timeliness, sample size and type, and geography levels
available.

Information about immigrant populations can be difficult to capture using traditional survey
methodologies. For example, undocumented immigrants may be underrepresented. Also,
while many data sources track nativity status (i.e., native born vs. foreign born), there is not
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always detail regarding variables such as country of origin, length of stay in the U.S. and legal
status and naturalization. Sometimes when this information is available it serves only to paint a
demographic picture and cannot always be cross tabulated with other relevant variables (such
as economic or housing variables). Thus, broad generalizations can be made about immigrants
as a whole but it is not always possible to uncover distinctions between immigrant groups.

Because of these limitations some of the available literature treats race and ethnicity as a stand-
in for immigrant status. This approach frequently groups immigrants under broader minority
categories, masks the unique differences experienced by immigrants within minority
populations, and overlooks those immigrants whose race or ethnicity excludes them from
groups traditionally defined as minorities. In selecting data sources and literature for inclusion
in this report, R&P staff placed an emphasis on accuracy and integrity of information. Staff
provided only the level of detail that the data could allow, and avoided inferring connections
between race, ethnicity, immigrant status, and legal status.

Lastly, most traditional survey methodologies have not yet found ways to address issues of
acculturation and assimilation. For example, when characteristics of a head-of-household are
assumed to apply to all householders, mixed status families are not accurately represented in
the data. Another challenge lies in exploring the characteristics of second and third generation
immigrants (i.e., the native-born children of foreign-born people), who are not usually tracked
as a distinct group—apart from certain longitudinal studies.

Use of the Results: The results of the secondary research were used to:

e Describe the characteristics of Travis County’s foreign-born population,

e Provide a broader context and describe national trends for the seven selected topics vis-
a-vis immigrant issues,

e Consider the relative well-being of immigrant residents within the context of the
community’s goals in each issue area,

e Provide balanced and neutral information to the community so that it can identify,
challenges and opportunities brought about by increasing diversity, and

e Identify questions for further study and/or community discussion.
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