Focus group Topic guide: Reducing gender inequalities through language: efficacy and feasibility of Italian gender-inclusive language.
INTRODUCTION
Introduction
Good morning,
First of all, we would like to thank you for agreeing to participate in this research. As you should already know, we have organised today’s meeting to carry out a research study on the use of gender-inclusive language, which the University of Milan-Bicocca is conducting with the support of the Fondazione Cariplo.
State the research aim
Recently, both at the public and political level, there has been much discussion about the need to adopt gender-inclusive language, often overlooking the point of view of the people for whom this language was intended. Therefore, our aim today is to get to know the experiences and opinions of those who – like you – for various reasons engage daily with a linguistic system that – at least potentially – is not representative of their gender identity. First, today we would like to reflect with you on the role that the Italian language has played – and still plays – in your everyday life. Second, we would like to reason with you about the way in which new linguistic proposals impact your daily life. For example, we would like to try to understand whether and how you use inclusive language, which forms you consider most effective, in which contexts you choose to use it and in which, instead, you consider it counterproductive to do so.
Emphasise the importance of their point of view
For this reason, what you tell us will be truly valuable. Precisely because we are interested in your perspectives, there are no right or wrong answers, only your experiences, your needs, and your meanings.
Audio-video recording, data processing and privacy
Furthermore, in order not to miss anything you say, we will record this conversation. In this regard, I want to tell you that everything you share with us will remain absolutely confidential. Once the conversations have been transcribed, we will delete the audio recordings and all the information we collect during this discussion will be anonymised. In other words, the things you say will in no way be traceable back to you, and will be disclosed for scientific purposes only and in aggregate form, always to ensure that it is not possible to identify you.
Focus group instructions
What we will do today is discuss a series of issues related to gender-inclusive language. I will act as moderator and will direct the discussion towards a series of topics, asking you some questions. Anita, who will instead act as an observer, will assist me in this facilitation role. I would remind you that, even though I will be the one asking the questions, it is important that you discuss them among yourselves, trying not to address me directly.
As a final point, a few instructions to facilitate the discussion process: there is no set speaking order, everyone can contribute whenever and as many times as they wish. In order not to miss any contribution, we ask you to speak loudly and to respect each person’s turn, without talking over others. This allows us to understand what you are saying and enables others to express themselves freely.
Everyone will have the time needed to express themselves as best they can and all opinions (even if they conflict with each other) have their own importance for the research. Furthermore, do not be afraid of appearing inconsistent – it is perfectly acceptable to change your mind or to simultaneously hold positions that appear to be in conflict with one another; we are not robots.
If there are no questions or concerns, we can begin.
Topic Guide
a) Gender identity, pronouns and meanings associated with inclusive language [    ]
Objectives: (a) Introductions among participants, (b) Allowing participants to express their gender identity, (c) Mapping the meanings associated with the topic of gender-inclusive language, (d) Highlighting that the topic of gender language is relevant in this context
Task to be assigned before starting the focus group.
1. Before we begin, I would ask each participant to fill in the registration form. Afterwards, hand out a sheet of paper and ask them to write down the first three words that come to mind when thinking of “gender-inclusive language”. Let us set these aside – we will need them later in the discussion.
2. To begin, I would ask you to introduce yourselves. To do so, we would ask you to share with the group your name and the pronouns you would like others to use when addressing you, and to write them on the name card in front of you. If you wish, feel free to share any other information you consider important for introducing yourself. For example, why you agreed to participate in this research today.
3. Before we began, we asked you to write down on a sheet of paper the first three words that came to mind when thinking of “gender-inclusive language”. I would ask everyone to rank the words in order of importance – if there is an order – and to explain why you chose that order.
4. If you had to explain what gender-inclusive language is to someone who has never heard of it before, how would you explain it? Perhaps you have already had to do this – if so, how did you explain it?
b) Forms of gender-inclusive language, contexts of application, advantages and disadvantages in everyday use [    ]
Objectives: (a) Exploring the use that is made of inclusive language and the contexts of its use, (b) Mapping the different forms of inclusive language, their advantages and disadvantages; in particular identifying opinions on the schwa, asterisk, u, (c) Identifying the different contexts of application of inclusive language, (d) Exploring the needs related to the use of gender-inclusive language.
5. In your daily life, do you ever use inclusive language? If yes, in what way and which forms do you use? If not, or if there is someone who does not use it, why not?
· 5.1. Write the different proposals on a whiteboard and then ask them what the pros and cons of the different options are (e.g., Is there anyone who might not feel represented by the use of this form? Does using this form cause you any problems?)
· 5.2. Does the use of these forms change depending on whether it is spoken or written?
[If it does not come up spontaneously: In your discussion, you did not mention the Schwa/*/ “u”. Have you ever used these forms as well? If not, why not?]
6. In particular, if any, what objectives does the use of gender-inclusive language allow you to achieve? In other words, why is there a need for inclusive language?
[If it does not come up spontaneously, prompt reflection on different possible objectives: self-definition, gender expression, visibility and social status of gender minorities, social change]
7. In particular, can you tell us whether there are any contexts in which it is particularly important for you to use inclusive language, and why?
8. We have talked about the reasons why you use inclusive language, but are there also disadvantages that arise from the use of gender-inclusive language?
[If it does not come up spontaneously: Are there contexts or people with whom you think using inclusive language is instead counterproductive or that it could expose you to negative consequences? Why?]
c) Feasibility of gender-inclusive language in everyday life [    ]
Objectives: (a) Exploring the feasibility of inclusive language in everyday life, (b) Identifying alternatives to the use of language
9. Thinking about your experience, can you think of situations in which you felt that inclusive language was burdensome or difficult to practise? If so, can you share them with the others?
10. On the other hand, have you ever thought that some people use inclusive language merely as a pose?
11. Beyond the linguistic choices we make, are there other ways in which we can express your gender identity more effectively?
a. Alternative for cisgender women: Beyond the linguistic choices we make, are there other ways in which we can challenge the gender stereotypes that limit women?
b. After they have listed some, ask if they can rank them in order of importance.
e) Evolution over time [    ]
Objectives: (a) Understanding whether and how inclusive language and its use have changed over time, (b) Identifying sources and contexts that have contributed to shaping the use of inclusive language
12. Has your use of inclusive language changed over time? If so, what factors have been important in this evolution? For example, how did you discover these new linguistic forms?
a. Are there people / groups / sources / moments that have influenced this process?
f) Experiences with the Italian language and micro-aggressions [    ]
Objectives: (a) Investigating attitudes towards traditional Italian language; (b) Investigating participants’ negative personal experiences with 
13. Up until now we have focused on inclusive language, but now we would instead like to explore in greater depth the role that the Italian language has played – and still plays – in your daily life. In particular, if it has happened to you, we would ask you to share with the other people here situations in which you experienced feeling excluded, invisible, or in some other negative way through the Italian language and its use. To help the others understand, we would ask you to give concrete examples.
14. [If it does not come up spontaneously: How do you feel when other people do not respect your pronouns, or address you using the inclusive masculine? How do you behave when this happens? For example, do you point it out or do you let it go?]
g) Building a common language
Task.
Objectives: (a) Enabling the creation of a common language
15. Before we part, we would like to ask you to discuss together what the correct way or ways of referring to a generic group of people might be. For example, when we write to you to share the results of this focus group, how should we complete the sentence “Good morning to all…”?
16. As a final thing, in light of what has emerged from the discussion, if you had to describe gender-inclusive language with an image or a metaphor, what would you say? [Write on a card and share afterwards]
CLOSING
It seems to me that we have managed to explore these topics well. Should you wish to add any further reflections, or any theme that you consider relevant and that has not come up during this conversation, please feel free to do so now.
Sharing a change of opinion
In particular, is there anyone among you who, thanks to the discussion or having heard different views, has changed their mind on any topic and would like to share this with the group?
Conclusion
If everything is in order, we thank you for the time and commitment you have dedicated to us; getting to know your experiences and opinions is of great importance to us and is fundamental for being able to shed light on this topic.
Telegram group
For those who are interested, we will create a Telegram group in which we can add you, so that we can share the results with you and continue, if you wish, this most interesting discussion.
We remind you that everything you have told us will remain absolutely confidential. Once the conversations have been transcribed, we will delete the audio recordings; all the information we collect during this discussion will be anonymised, meaning it will in no way be traceable back to you, and will be disclosed for scientific purposes only and in aggregate form, always to ensure that it is not possible to identify you.
If, given how the discussion has gone, you have changed your mind about your participation in this study, you can let us know and we will not use your data. We remind you, in any case, that all information will be processed in full compliance with your privacy and nothing will in any way be traceable back to you.
