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Focus Group 
Takeaways and 
Lessons Learned
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Takeaways from our 
Focus Group Process
●�  Increased collaboration between ARTS, OFM, and Arts and Music Commissions  
  with the general public 

●�  Opened a safe space and conversation for underrepresented communities to  
  express their experiences and opinions 

●�  Participant appreciation for being invited to share their experiences –  
  relationship building with City agencies

●�  Built networking opportunities while fostering relationships and collabora- 
  tion among participants 

●�  Community buy-in as the City moves forward with the creative economy  
  planning and initiative implementation 

●�  Appreciative and welcoming environment from focus group participants in  
  local spaces and with community leaders who were thankful for having Vivian  
  Phillips, someone with a trusted and experienced background working in the  
  arts and with creatives of color, as their main point of contact 

ONYX Fine Arts Collective. Image provided by Lola E. Peters. 
Photo credit: Jay Taylor Photography.
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Lessons Learned and 
Outreach Limitations
The participation of the Commission Co-chairs as community “connectors” was funda-
mental to recruitment for focus groups. They were key people to understanding com-
munity and helped us reach otherwise marginalized groups within the creative econo-
my that are experiencing firsthand some of the barriers they found unique to their 
experience as creatives of color. 

We recognize there are still a number of communities that we didn’t have the capac-
ity to fully incorporate into our process, including but not limited to, Indigenous 
creatives, Pacific Islander communities, refugees and immigrant populations, and 
transgender artists. 

Compensating participants and meeting in communities’ own spaces was a favorable 
outcome as we recognize there is a limited capacity to participate, especially for 
those who experience structural barriers of racism and lower wages. In this sense, 
creating a welcoming environment by providing food and a space to socialize went a 
long way to develop trust with creatives. 

Lastly, we recognize the coding process was constrained due to time limitations as 
well as the number of members in the research team. However, these themes can be 
“triangulated” with previous study findings. 
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Conclusion
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Conclusion
Our community outreach revealed several essential themes that helped create the road 
map for advancing the city’s creative economy by elevating the voices of marginalized 
groups. We recognize there is no quick solution or singular strategy that will improve 
the diversity and inclusion problems in the city’s creative economy. Instead, the City 
and its stakeholders must truly commit to change through a holistic approach to address 
the problem by following these actions. 

We encourage the development of an evaluation strategy that incorporates the pro-
cess, findings, as well as key indicators to measure the efficacy of the road map 
in the short- and long-term creative economy of Seattle. This evaluation would be 
designed to help inform future public involvement efforts in relation to the sum of 
reports completed by the City of Seattle Office of Arts & Culture and its partners. 

We look with optimism toward the initiatives and upcoming work of the City to 
achieve equitable growth, support, and retention of creatives in Seattle’s creative 
economy and arts ecosystem. 
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Appendices
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A. Artists’ Stories
“When I met this artist, 6 years ago, I met him at a par-
ty and he was painting. He said, ‘yes I’m an artist,’ and 
I said ‘that is great’ and we became Facebook friends. He 
posted one of his pieces of art on Facebook, and I said 
‘Oh, that is really beautiful!’ I reached out to him and 
said, ‘I might have someone that would like to buy that,’ 
and his response to me was ‘Oh, they can’t, I already 
stripped it and painted over it.’ And I said, ‘you did 
what?!’ And said, ‘why did you do that?’ And he said, ‘I 
can’t afford another canvas.’ But if I show you right now 
this person’s work you would be blown away. I connected 
this person to ONYX (Fine Arts Collective) and they said 
to the artist, ‘Here is how you are going to get the can-
vas and you are never going to do that again.’ Now he is 
all over the place as a well-known painter.”  
- Attendee at ONYX Focus Group

“The clubs/venues are totally unorganized and are a 
totally unregulated business model. We hear a lot of 
concerns from musicians about standards in the clubs. 
A conversation I had with a friend yesterday who said, 
‘the last time I was in so and so place, they stopped 
me with that admissions tax,’ which is prohibited what 
you are not supposed to do, and I’ve read about that 
thing. It says that you are not supposed to stick the 
tax to your employees or customers. They charged the 
band a surcharge to pay the tax. Which is not legal. 
And you could get so many businesses, which makes me 
think that education is realistically the place to 
start. Also, the good responsible venue owner that is 
transparent, that makes the space available to make the 
state and civic need, is rewarded by the customers and 
the workers.”  
- Attendee at AFM Local 76-493 Focus Group 

“All the places that I’ve lived in, the building has 
been sold, for redevelopment or whatever. And that 
unfortunately when I think of space is one of my big-
gest issues right now. Of course, I can work in a place 
where I can be in a rehearsal studio, that has helped 
with where to perform. But where to live? I’m now in a 
two-month temporary sublet, and then look for where to 
live for the remainder of the year. And it is so hard, 
it is so very hard. Especially for my medium income  
that is affordable enough so it can’t get me out of the 
range and that is affordable enough so that I don’t 
need to gig all the time just to pay the rent or that I 
don’t need to spend more than 2/3 of my income on the 
rent. We can’t afford to live here and live in build-
ings that might be sold. I come from L.A., and L.A. 
has its own issues, but here there is a lack of relo-

cation assistance. Because in L.A. that is a big thing, 
but that is one thing they can’t move someone without 
relocation assistance. So, that has been a big problem 
and been weighing on me. So, more assistance in reloca-
tion for the income bracket that I’m in and the honest 
ability to meet those financial needs and still work. 
The new developments are very confusing, navigating 
what are the income requirements and the cost of the 
unit is incredible! How people know that new buildings 
are affordable is a missing element. Also, a lot of 
families need to find a space, and we creatives are up 
against this with families (single mothers with chil-
dren) and we are all fighting for the same studio.”  
- Attendee at Wa Na Wari Focus Group who identifies as 
a POC Dancer & Arts Teacher

“I’ve been homeless since I was 15. All I want is an 
affordable place to live and make my art. I don’t think 
that’s too much to ask. The city is building all these 
new apartments and I wish I could live there.”  
- Youth Attendee at Washington Hall Focus Group

“I feel like every month is the last time I can do it, 
the basic things (pay rent, groceries, transportation, 
etc). Every month I ask myself if this is my last 
month, and then I pull it off. And I don’t know how... 
but I always feel I should get something (work) ‘sta-
ble.’ Instead of 50 million gigs... This was the first 
year I was able to pay an employee, because it was a 
huge thing, I got here where I can afford to employ 
other people, but still, how am I going to make it? 
And be able to continue to employ other people and sup-
port myself? 

“My biggest mistake was to go to art school... and it 
doesn’t feel like people have the space to make re-
hearsals, but also do burlesque and I need time to go 
to other shows, and rehearse, and build another season, 
but I don’t have time to just craft the thing... time 
to rest and relax... so the past 2 months I couldn’t do 
any shows, I needed time to reassess.”   
- Attendee at CD Forum/LANGSTON Focus Group, who  
identifies as a POC Burlesque Artist 
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B. Methodology
The conversations were organized, scheduled and facil-
itated by Vivian Phillips, creative economy consultant 
to ARTS, and former Seattle Arts Commission Chair, with 
support from the respective hosts. To ensure accurate 
capture of information, the process and sessions had 
the support of Aline Moch Islas, creative economy con-
sultant to ARTS. A focus group toolkit was established 
that included background information and the findings 
and recommendations from the UW Evans School report, and 
was provided to all participants in advance. The con-
sultant team created and sent all of the invitations 
to group meetings, and provided refreshments. Hosts 
were asked to provide space and contact information. 
This project was also staffed by Mytoan Nguyen-Akbar, 
Impact and Assessment Manager at ARTS. 

In total, 151 individuals participated in 15 focus 
groups and 3 interview sessions during summer 2019. 
Participating creatives include but are not limited to 
these occupations: visual artists, dancers, burlesque 
performers, singers, songwriters, film directors, gig 
workers, hip-hop artists, arts managers from the non-
profit sector (including executive directors, program 
managers, fundraisers and other staff), union repre-
sentatives, museum administrators, librarians, video 
gamers, YouTubers, podcasters, and festival organizers.  

The cumulative efforts of the creative economy  
project include:

    OED statistical report based on Emsi data 
    UW Capstone Team data analysis of the existing  
    Creative Vitality Index dataset
    UW Capstone Team in-depth interviews = 16
    UW Capstone Team large-scale survey= 255
    OFM Mixer events = 320
    Focus groups/individual interviews = 151

The majority of the creatives that participated in our 
focus groups5 live in zip codes that include Rainier 
Valley, Central District, Beacon Hill, and Madrona in 
Seattle. These neighborhoods have a greater represen-
tation of individuals of color compared to the rest of 
the city, which matches our goal to elevate the voices  
of creatives of color.

It is important to mention that more than 20% of the par-
ticipants that provided their zip code data live outside 
of Seattle and the majority of them work in the city.  
 
Our host partners included ONYX Fine Arts, AFM Local 
76-493, Wa Na Wari, CD Forum/LANGSTON, KEXP Youth 
Resonance Board, Youngstown Residents, Seattle Art 
Museum Equity Team, The Vera Project, youth members 
(from The Hydrant, Creative Justice, and the City 
of Music Roundtable), Seattle Public Library (City 
of Literature), Seattle Center (Festál), Seattle 
Foundation, Seattle Latino Film Festival, King County 
Cultural Strategist, and 4Culture. 

5The total number of participants was 151, however we are missing the zip code data of 59 creatives.  
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C. Who We Talked To
Thank you to the many individuals who participated and the organizations that helped 
us host and spread the word to get involved in the community outreach process. 

Organizations
21 Progress
4Culture
AAWA
AFM Local 76-493 (The Musicians’ Association of Seattle)
API Heritage Month Festál
Arts Corps
ArtsFund
Brazil Center
Brazil Fest
Central District Forum for Arts & Ideas (CD Forum)
Chief Seattle Club
City of Literature
City of Music Youth Roundtable
Creative Justice
Delridge Neighborhoods Development Association (DNDA)
Diwali Lights India
Elliott Bay Book Company
Festál
Hip Hop is Green
Hugo House
IATSE Local 15 (International Alliance of Theatrical 
Stage Employees)
Indigenous Showcase
International Capoeira Angola Foundation (ICAF) Seattle
Juan Alonso Studio
KEXP Youth Resonance Board
King County Cultural Strategist
LANGSTON
Northwest African American Museum (NAAM)
Northwest Film Forum
Northwest Folklife
Northwest Tap Connection
ONYX Fine Arts
Open Books:  A Poem Emporium
Philippine Festival
Satterberg Foundation
Seattle Art Museum Equity Team
Seattle Center
Seattle Foundation
Seattle Latino Film Festival
Seattle Office of Arts & Culture

Seattle Foundation
Macklemore
Microsoft
Nesholm Family Foundation
Seattle Public Library
Seattle University
Spectrum Dance Theater 
Seattle Theatre Group
Studio Lazo
Surge Reproductive Justice
TeenTix
The Hydrant
The Vera Project
Tibet Fest
Totem Star
Wa Na Wari
Wing Luke Museum of the Asian Pacific American Experience 
Youngstown 

Individuals
Anna Allegro
Brittany Allyson
Juan Alonso-Rodriguez
Aurora B
Kate Becker
Erika L. Bell
David Bestock
Susanna Bluhm
Stesha Brandon
Julie Chang Schulman
Barbara Calander
Brian J. Carter
Jenn Charoni
Jason Clackley
Virginia Coffman
Minnie Collins
Monique Courcy
Mary Cutrera
Lucy D
Zoser D
Earnest D.Thomas
Ruth Dickey



35Molly Duttey
Bailey E
Jace ECAj
Esther Ervin
Marco Farroni
Kelli Faryar
Priya Frank
Nakeesa Fraziek-Jennings
L. Fried
Andrea A. Friedland
Sevawn G
Jashuné G
Erwin Galah
Paul Goldstein
Jorge E. Gonzalez Pacheco
Ricky Graboski
Olivia Hamilton
Emily Harrir
Eddie B. Hill
Susan James
George Jennings
Desiree Jones
Mirabai K
Yeji K
Kaela K
Megan Kelly

Note: All youth are identified by first name and last initial. 

Emily Kelly
Kerry
Omitosin King
Hasaan Kirkland
Kayla L
Frank L
Alec L
Cameron L
Tim Lennon
Elena Loper
Clara M
Sebastian M
Dajon M
Lynia M
Michael Madder
Michael B Maine
Marcus 
Mars
Alyssa Martini
Naomi McCulloch
Elizabeth McDaniel
Maria McDaniel
Eduardo Mendonça
Ana Paula Mendonça
Sharlese Metcalf
Yeggy Michael

Debbie Miller
Nia-Amina Minor
Delia Mulholland
Sharon Nyree Williams
Maggie O’Rourke
Nate Omdal
Merri Ann Osborne
Kathryn P
Daniel Pak
Maia Pagán
JP Paredes
Lola Peters
Isabella L. Price
Harmony R
Diana R
Ashby Reed
Juan Carlos Reyes
Perri Rhoden
Jen Richardson
Fausto Rivera
Bella S
Hero S
Latha Sambamurti
Jessica Schollmeyer
Jazmyn Scott
Martin Sepulveda

Rick Simonson
Sky
Motter Snell
Scott Squire
Tree Swenson
Billie Swift
Sharmaine T
Koloud “Kay” Tarapolsi
Dominique Thomas
Traci Timmons
Karen Toering
Peter Tsai
Tenzin Tsomo
Bryce V
Aurelio V
Aline Vida
Nina Wasankari Perceful
Tekla Waterfield
Nari Weaver
Malcom Williams
Brenetta Ward
Nina Yarbrough
Karen Zammit
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D. Focus Group 
Questionnaire
1.	 What are some of your thoughts about the creative 

economy (creative economy definition from the UW 
study: “Creative and cultural labor — both paid and 
unpaid — carried out by people living or working in 
the Seattle area”)?

2.	 Do you feel included in the creative economy in Seattle?  
i. If not, why? 
ii. What are some of the challenges you have ex-
perienced while working, or trying to work, in 
Seattle’s creative economy? 
iii. And what are some of the opportunities you’ve had?

3.	 Can you point to specific actions, activities, and 
experiences that you would consider good examples of 
things working well for creatives in Seattle?

4.	 What resources do you need to succeed as part of 
the creative economy in Seattle?

5.	 There are 3 specific aspects we would like to get 
your thoughts about. They are: 
i. Space affordability 
ii. Youth opportunity/career pathways 
iii. Affordability and wages

6.	 Would you also like to comment on the following? 
Relationships to the Creative Tech Industry 
Structural barriers that may include: 
i. Underrepresentation 
ii. Undervaluing art created by people of color

7.	 Are there other thoughts you would like to share, or 
suggestions you would like to make?
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E. Impactful Assets  
That Currently Serve 
Creatives of Color

F. Study Team

Participants did recognize the many resources that do 
exist. Specific opportunities and existing models for 
increased support include:

●  Continue growing programs such as Artists Up and  
   Seattle Made.
●  Expand direct outcomes from City-supported Career Days 
   (e.g. City of Music Career Day, Film Career Day).
●  Develop initiatives that provide longer term support  
   for collective-run gallery and cultural spaces like  
   ONYX Fine Art Gallery and Wa Na Wari.
●  Expand youth programs at KEXP, Totem Star, and collab- 
   orations with The Vera Project and TeenTix. Participants  
   recognized the work of Intiman Theater’s Starfish Project. 
 

Vivian Phillips is a former Arts Commissioner and 
Commission chair. She is an arts management and commu-
nications consultant, formerly director of marketing 
and communications for Seattle Theatre Group, and di-
rector of communications to Mayor Paul Schell. Founding 
member of the Historic Central Area Arts and Cultural 
District, and The Hansberry Project African American 
Theatre Lab, and founding advisor to the Arts Ecosystem 
Research Project.

Aline Moch Islas, MPA, has conducted quantitative and 
qualitative data analysis and provided support to a 
variety of private and public arts and culture orga-
nizations while working in Mexico City and Seattle. She 
is interested in elevating the voices of all margin-
alized communities through rigorous research and pol-
icy analysis to collectively develop programs and new 
opportunities.

 
 
 

●  Elevate and continue the work of affordable housing  
   models such as the Delridge Neighborhoods Development  
   Association at Youngstown.
●  Help elevate the presence of local creatives at PAX,  
   Comic Con, and independent games developer events  
   where they tend to be relegated to “dark corners of  
   the room”.
●  Support stronger alliances and share best practices  
   between organizations like Reel Grrls and Northwest  
   Film Forum to create collaborative programs such as  
   “Be an Influencer”.

Mytoan Nguyen-Akbar, PhD, advised on this project in 
her capacity as Impact and Assessment Manager at the 
Office of Arts & Culture. Her research background is in 
studies of comparative race and ethnicity, qualitative 
methods, and public policy analysis. She began working 
on this project as a Mellon/American Council of Learned 
Societies Public Fellow (2017-2019) at the City of 
Seattle.  

Alex Rose, Creative Economy Advocate for both the 
Office of Film + Music and Office of Arts & Culture,  
contributed significantly to this report. 
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