Report from Focus Groups at the 2005 BPW/USA National Conference
 

Background

The challenges facing workingwomen in the coming decades are numerous and wide-ranging. As organizations dedicated to empowering workingwomen to succeed, BPW/USA and BPW Foundation have initiated a series of assessments that will help determine the types of programs and resources needed to enable business and professional women to surmount the challenges of the 21st Century workplace. 

As the leading advocate for workingwomen, BPW aims to use feedback to continuously shape programmatic offerings to be relevant and of significant benefit to business and professional women.  The organization(s) started the assessment process by providing questionnaires to attendees at a sample of BPW/USA state conventions in the spring. Preliminary analysis of the questionnaires was used to inform the development of a more in-depth questionnaire administered to 2005 BPW/USA National Conference attendees. Results from the conference questionnaire will be used to both inform program planning and to create a comprehensive needs assessment of workingwomen to be administered in late 2005. Results from the initial questionnaires are being compiled, and reports will be available in September 2005.  To supplement information gathered via questionnaire, BPW conducted three focus groups at National Conference. The focus groups allowed BPW staff to hear directly from workingwomen about the challenges they face in their communities and workplaces. 
This report will summarize the overall learnings obtained from the focus groups including how participants felt BPW can help business and professional women confront the identified challenges. The results section will also touch on some unique insights that emerged as a result of demographic features of the three groups. 
Methodology

Three focus groups were conducted at the 2005 National Conference for the purpose of understanding the challenges facing workingwomen across the country. 
Because BPW was interested in getting the insights of a cross-section of BPW members, focus groups were segmented into three categories: two sector-specific focus groups that included current/former Young Careerist participants and current/former Individual Development participants. The third focus group was open to any interested BPW member. Registrants to the National Conference with valid e-mail addresses on record were notified of the focus groups in the weeks prior to the event via a blast e-mail and HQ News, a BPW e-mail newsletter.  Applicants self-identified as members of a particular group and volunteered accordingly. Focus group participants were then selected on a first come, first-served basis for each of three groups. 

The three focus groups contained between 8-13 participants each (not including observers or staff) representing Young Careerists, Individual Development Participants, and General Participants. Each group was asked similar questions about the needs and challenges facing workingwomen. The focus groups were meant only to supplement ongoing assessments of the needs of workingwomen including BPW members. While offering fascinating insights, the focus groups do not represent a scientifically obtained or significant portion of the population of National Conference attendees or BPW members. 

Focus Group Demographics
General:
No. of participants: 13

No. Years BPW/USA Member: Range: 3 to 28 years; Mode: 14 years

States Represented: OH, TX, NY, IL, PA, MA, IA, FL, MO, KY, IN
Individual Development Participants:

No. of participants: 9

No. Years BPW/USA Member: Range: 13 to 32 years; Mode: 13 years

States Represented: OK, WA, MA, AR, TN, MS, MO, TX
Young Careerists:

No. of participants: 8

No. Years BPW/USA Member: Range: 4months to 37 years; Mode: 5 years

States Represented: VT, TX, MN, AR, WV, KS, AR, MT

Interestingly, focus group members also consistently indicated that they joined BPW in one of three primary ways:

· invited by someone they knew well (e.g. co-worker, friend, or family member)
· invited by an acquaintance 

· responded to a newspaper ad or notice

Several focus group members stated that they were a second or third generation member. 
Questions Asked

Focus group members were asked a series of questions to collect data on both basic demographics and insights into the challenges facing workingwomen in the 21st Century. With minor variations, participants were asked the same set of questions.

1. Briefly say your name, state/LO: how long you have been a member of BPW and how you initially got involved in the organization?
2. What you would describe as the primary challenges you face as women in the workplace today?
3. Pick the one issue that you see as the most significant of the ones discussed previously.
4. What are the changes that need to happen to overcome these challenges?

5. Is how BPW is addressing the issue meeting your needs? (or) How can BPW help address these needs?

Results

Overall Summary

Initial analysis of the focus group information indicates that across age groups and geographic regions workingwomen face many challenges including:
Challenges by category:
Cultural Dynamics
· Lack of credibility and respect for women in the workplace 

· Discrimination based on age 

Economic Justice

· Pressures stemming from weak economy 

· Lack of economic justice (i.e. pay equity) 
Entrepreneurship

· Lack of access to capital and information on starting a small business 

· Need for partnerships between BPW and other groups (e.g. US Women's Chamber of Commerce)
Health 
· Lack of access to affordable healthcare 
Policy/Politics

· Inequitable representation in law and in lawmakers (need ERA and more women in office) 

· Hostility or misunderstanding towards BPW LO’s as feminist organizations 

· Political and cultural climate that is antagonistic to women 

· Schism in generational understandings of policy and economic priorities for women 
Professional Development

· Need for a broad range of education and professional development training 

· Lack of availability of high-quality women mentors
Work/Life Balance

· Lack of access to child care 

· Demands of choosing between career and family 

Summary by Group

Demographic idiosyncrasies emerged within each group by chance. Each group’s unique chemistry resulted in focus group facilitators getting garnering interesting insights into the factors effecting workingwomen today.  These factors are explored below.
General 
Demographic idiosyncrasy: Long-term members with strong political and policy background.
Emphasis on continuing relevance of ERA: When asked the most significant issue facing workingwomen today, almost every participant in this focus group identified the lack of passage of the Equal Rights Amendment.
Individual Development

Demographic idiosyncrasy: Majority of members were from rural communities
Many women in rural communities appear to be experiencing workplace challenges that are reminiscent of the 1950s and 60s. Participants continue to face obstacles related to rigid gender roles in the workplace, misogyny, and a blatant glass ceiling.
Young Careerists

Demographic idiosyncrasy: Majority of women were under the age of 35.
Participants reported that women with a long-history in the women’s movement were reluctant to trust younger women with continuing the fight. The issue was present for the participants both in the political arena as well as in their BPW Local Organizations.
Follow-up

    

BPW is assessing its programming needs over the course of 2005-2006 to support workingwomen as they meet these challenges. Information from the focus groups is also being utilized to develop categories for online discussion groups that will capture more information about the needs of workingwomen and BPW members. 
Visit e-communities in the Members section of www.bpwusa.org and participate in any of the following on-line discussions: 

· Member/Volunteer Management: Questions and Suggestions, 
· Young Careerists: Challenges & Success Stories, 
· Individual Development Participants: Challenges & Success Stories, 
· Developing Partnerships: Success Stories & Challenges, 
· Challenges Facing Workingwomen in the 21st Century.
Keep the Conversation Going

Keep the conversation going among colleagues about the challenges and opportunities facing workingwomen in the 21st Century and how BPW can make a difference. Below are some suggested questions that members can use to spark conversations within BPW Los, State Federations, or nationally as part of an e-community. 
Questions:

· What are the primary challenges you face as a woman in the workplace today?
· How have these challenges changed over the course of your work life?

· How can BPW best address these needs both locally and nationally?

· What challenges would you most like to see eliminated for the next generation of workingwomen?

· What new challenges do you see on the horizon for yourself and for workingwomen in general?

