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III 

Method 

To answer the questions stated above 4 focus group sessions were conducted. In this work 

“LaLola” was used to study the cultural proximity/distance among Argentinean telenovelas and 

Latin American audiences. Because of its singularities, this show represents a very good case to 

conduct this cross-cultural communication study. First of all, “LaLola” is the latest and more 

successful Argentinean product being consumed abroad. Secondly, it offers a glance of Buenos 

Aires and its people, presenting a very specific type of cultural behaviors and characters. Thirdly, 

this show deals with issues related to gender-domination and other subjects that may accentuate 

differences in culture. Moreover, “LaLola” represents a new type of telenovela that goes beyond 

the traditional format of the genre, which may challenge the tastes of international audiences 

accustomed to consuming a more conservative format.   

The focus group sessions in this research were conducted in the following manner. Before 

the inquiry started, clips of two Latin American telenovelas were showed for 15 minutes. The 

first one was “LaLola” totalizing 9 minutes. The other was “Yo Soy Betty, La Fea” (Ugly, Betty 

(2001)”, screened for 8 minutes. These are clips posted on Youtube in the special channels for 

these telenovelas that also gather opinions from fans and international audiences. In the 

beginning of the session, I screened those clips that are most significant to the research questions 
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stated above, representing social values of Argentina and cultural texts that may trigger 

significant opinions from Latin audiences. However, by broadcasting “Yo Soy Betty, La Fea” I 

wanted to compare the perceptions of Latin American audiences in regards to that other show, as 

it may better represent the cultural background of the Caribbean and Central American nations; 

“Yo soy Betty, La Fea” was chosen for this research because it was broadcasted all along Latin 

America and Spain; and also counts with several international versions. This telenovela tells the 

story of Beatriz Aurora Pinzón Solano, “Betty”, an unattractive but very intelligent woman 

working for a fashion company in Bogotá. Because of her appearance she is discriminated by her 

coworkers and some of her seniors, although she is very smart, professional and well-educated. 

Due to her skills she is promoted to an executive position in the company, while struggling with 

all her prettier competitors trying to make her fail. Meanwhile, she gets involved in a relationship 

with Armando Mendoza, her boss, and experienced a grooming makeover that reveals her true 

beauty. 

For this research, 4 focus group sessions were conducted. Each group had 6-8 members as 

suggested by Patton (2002) and Stewart and Shamdasani (1990). Because of the importance of 

Chile as a case study in this research, one of the sessions was entirely dedicated to Chileans, 

while another was focused on other countries in South America. The last two sessions included 

Central Americans and Mexicans. This division is based on Waisbord’s (2004) statement that 
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Argentinean TV products have very low chances to be sold North of Ecuador because Central 

American audiences reject the Argentinean accent; and because in that region, media contents 

have historically emanated from Mexico and other countries within the same zone.          

Overall, representatives from 12 Latin American countries were gathered covering Mexico, 

Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, Panama, Colombia, Peru, Bolivia, 

Paraguay and Chile, all being students at National Chengchi University, National Taiwan 

University or Ming Chuan University, all located in Taipei, and who have been living in Taiwan 

for no more than two years. They covered an age spectrum from 20 to 39 years old (groups 

consisted on members aged 19 to 39 because “LaLola” has been backed predominantly by this 

younger audience). Additionally, they represented both the urban and the rural areas of Latin 

America as they all come from different cultural and geographic backgrounds within their own 

countries, gaining more diverse insights and points of view.  

Although some of them stated to be less interested in the genre, all the participants are 

regular viewers of telenovela. Most of the times, they asserted to see this type of show in the 

company of their family, specially their parents and grandparents, who decide what telenovelas 

to watch – at least during the evening, the primetime for telenovelas. Telenovelas watching was 

often defined as a family experience by the participants.  

Because of their cultural background they showed to be knowledgeable on Latin American 
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soap operas, as this genre is very popular all over the region. They did so by speaking about 

telenovelas during the whole length of the focus groups but especially during the beginning of 

the questionnaire, which was centered on recalling the telenovelas that they used to watch while 

living in their country of origin.  

Male participants said they watch telenovelas as well, sometimes to respect the wish of the 

females at home and sometimes because they find them interesting as well. In other cases, males 

affirmed that they especially watch those telenovelas featuring beautiful actresses they like. For 

instance, Central American participants mentioned Mexican soap operas like “Marimar” (1994) 

starring Thalia; and “Rubí” (Ruby, 2004) featuring Bárbara Mori Ochoa.   

Other than telenovelas, they stated to enjoy several TV shows. Males from all over the region 

prefer to watch sports, especially football; and movies and series (sitcoms, dramas) produced in 

the United States. Women also stated to watch the same types of shows and movies coming from 

North America; traveling and culture programs were mentioned most of the times by them. 

Participants of both genders stated to watch at least 2 to 4 hours of TV every day while living in 

their countries. Most of them did it in the company of their family; however, in some cases the 

existence of multiple TV sets in the house allowed them to watch TV by themselves in a 

separated room.   

The participants all knew about the storyline of “Yo soy Betty, La Fea”. Most of them stated 
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to have watched the original Colombian version of this show, partially or totally. Additionally, 

the majority of the Central Americans have watched both the original and the Mexican version, 

known as “La Bella más Fea” (The Ugly most Lovely, 2006). Because of this, they were very 

familiar with its story lines, aesthetics and general characteristics.  

About “LaLola”, only a few participants from Central America affirmed to know about it and 

its storyline. The Paraguayan participant knew about it and some of the Chileans were only 

aware of their local version of the show; so they were knowledgeable on it as well. The rest of 

the participants did not seem to know about it. Additionally, because “LaLola” is a product 

launched in 2007, while most of the focus groups participants were already living in Taiwan, 

they had fewer chances to watch it in their national television where the show was available. 

However, in every case the show was explained to them while broadcasting it before the focus 

group started, and explanations regarding its plots and developments were also offered when 

needed. Nevertheless, their answers and active participation in the group interviews indicated 

that they understood the story of “LaLola” and recognized the characters and their roles in it.  

The basic analysis of the raw data was conducted employing the “cut and paste” technique, 

as described by Stewart and Shamdasani (1990). The first step in applying this method is to go 

through the transcript and identify those sections of it that are relevant to the research questions. 
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Based on this initial reading, a classification system for major topics and issues will be 

developed and material in the transcript related to each topic will be identified.  

 As explained by Stewart and Shamdasani (1990), the coded material may be phrases, 

sentences, or long exchanges between individual respondents. Each piece of coded material can 

be cut out and sorted so that all materials relevant to a particular topic are placed together. For 

Patton (2002), in developing codes and categories, a qualitative analyst must first deal with the 

challenge of convergence, figuring out what things fit together. The way to do this is by looking 

for regularities in the data. Those regularities expose patterns that can be arranged into categories. 

Categories should be judged by two criteria: internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity 

(Guba, 1978, 2000). The first one concerns the extent to which the data that belong to a certain 

category hold together in a meaningful way; the second one concern the extent to which 

differences among categories are bold and clear. After analyzing the convergence, the analyst 

should pay attention to divergence (Guba, 1978). This is done by processes of extension, or 

building on items of information already known; bridging or making connections among 

different topics; and surfacing or proposing new information that ought to fit and then verifying 

its existence.      

Taking into consideration that most of the participants were not knowledgeable about 
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“LaLola”, focus groups seem to be the best option for them to offer their first impressions and 

opinions, as this method have traditionally been used to diagnose the potential problems with a 

newly launched program, service or product; and generate impressions of products, programs, 

services, institutions, et cetera (Stewart and Shamdasani, 1990). Furthermore, focus groups also 

fit the thesis research because questions regarding new programs and proposals can be 

investigated in a relatively quick and cost effective manner (Krueger, 1994); and also because 

the focus groups method can be used alone, independent of other procedures. It is a very useful 

method when insights, perceptions and explanations are more important than raw numbers 

(Krueger, 1988; Morgan, 1997). Krueger (1994) recommended the use of incentives for 

participants, therefore an appropriate gift will be offered to each participant. The focus groups 

took place from May 11 to May 26 in IMICS (International Master in International 

Communication Studies) classrooms, at National Chengchi University,  

Of course, this technique is not without limitations. As stated by Krueger (1988), Patton 

(2002) and Stewart and Shandasani (1990), the major problems with focus groups are the lack of 

control of the researcher as compared to the individual interview; the difficulties when analyzing 

data, since extra care is needed to avoid lifting comments out of context and out of sequence; and  

coming to premature conclusions. Additionally, groups can be difficult to assemble. For Krueger 

(1994) another problem is related to the discussion, which must be conducted in an environment 
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conducive to conversation. However, as it is shown in the next chapter, the data gathered in the 

focus group sessions organized for this research is very rich and offered very interesting insights 

on the topics involved in the research questions, while the major technique obstacles seemed to 

be avoided.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


