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Research Methodology and Plan for My Proposed Study on Lack Financial Literacy Among African Americans
Introduction
Over the years, African Americans have consistently shown relatively lower levels of financial literacy compared to other races, such as whites. Financial literacy refers to the capabilities of an individual regarding their decisions about the use and management of financial resources (Brunson, 2017). Financial illiteracy correlates with poor financial decisions, poor saving habits, chronic poverty, and unmanageable debt burdens that cripple most African Americans in the U.S. (Brunson, 2017). My research study aims to determine the lack of financial literacy in the African American community of Albany, New York. This will not only reveal the factors contributing to financial illiteracy among African Americans but will also inform the various measures that can be employed to counter this situation. This paper explains the research methodology that will be used in the study and why it will be appropriate. Furthermore, it describes how the target population for the study will be identified and how the study sample will be selected from the larger population. Additionally, the paper describes the data collection methods that will be employed.
Research Question and Justification
My main research question will be: Which factors contribute to financial illiteracy among African Americans? Fundamentally, this research question will address the various factors responsible for the current state of financial literacy among African Americans. Furthermore, the information gained by answering this research question can be a suitable guideline for measures aimed at improving financial literacy among African American communities. Another research question will ask how African Americans define financial literacy and their understanding of its importance. This research question will reflect the understanding of financial literacy among African Americans. The research question will also help us identify gaps in the financial knowledge among African Americans, what causes these gaps, and how they can be filled (Brunson, 2017). It will also enable us to evaluate the participants’ experiences regarding financial literacy.
Research Design
A phenomenological research methodology will be more suitable in assessing the lack of financial literacy among African Americans in Albany since it allows us to understand the experiences of individuals lacking financial education in that community (Brunson, 2017). Fundamentally, interpretive phenomenology is based on the participants’ perceptions of their experiences regarding the research topic, and it aims to clarify and expose various aspects of individuals’ meanings of the research topic without theorizing, categorizing, or using abstract explanations (Adams & Van Manen, 2017). In this, phenomenological research focuses on a particular phenomenon as the participants experience it rather than how they conceptualize it while considering the assumptions of the contexts of language, culture, science, politics, and the various ideologies that we subscribe to (Adams & Van Manen, 2017). Therefore, phenomenology aims to provide the researcher with cognitive and noncognitive knowledge forms that may contribute to increased understanding of the research topic (Adams & Van Manen, 2017).
In my research, using a phenomenological approach will help to highlight the various factors involved in the lack of financial literacy among African Americans in Albany. Since phenomenology objectively tries to elaborate how a certain phenomenon is experienced differently by various participants, it requires techniques that gather subjective information and perceptions through inductive, qualitative methods such as interviews, discussions and participant observation and representing it from the perspective of the research participants (Lester, n.d). The epistemology of phenomenological research is founded on paradigms of individual interpretation and experiences, including their assumptions and subjective beliefs (Lester, n.d.). Consequently, phenomenology can be crucial in elaborating subjective experience, gaining insights into people’s motivations and actions, and cutting through the clutter of taken-for-granted assumptions and conventional wisdom (Lester, n.d.). As such, phenomenological research is not founded on any hypotheses or theories.
In this study, interpretive phenomenology will be specifically used to allow us to challenge the various assumptions regarding financial illiteracy among African Americans in Albany. In this sense, phenomenological research overlaps with other qualitative approaches including ethnography, hermeneutics, and symbolic interactionism which are not used in the research (Lester, n.d.). Nonetheless, it can be argued that it is impossible to begin research without any preconceptions or assumptions, hence the need to clarify findings regarding interpretations and meanings in phenomenological research (Lester, n.d.). Also, in presenting phenomenology research findings, the researcher should be able to paint himself as an involved and interested actor as opposed to an impartial observer of the study (Lester, n.d.). Through this, phenomenological techniques can be essential in distinguishing the experiences and perceptions of individuals from their perspectives, and therefore challenging structural or normative assumptions (Lester, n.d.). Therefore, the interpretive aspect of phenomenological research allows it to be used as the basis for practical theory, enabling it to inform, support or challenge policy and action (Lester, n.d).
Phenomenological research further entails specific procedures in analyzing the data collected. Firstly, I will read through the data to gain a general understanding of the participants’ responses, thereby identifying key themes and issues (Lester, n.d). Subsequently, I will organize and collect these themes using a mind-map or set of ‘post-it’ notes (Lester, n.d.). This will arrange the findings according to themes and topics and draw out key issues being discussed by participants (Lester, n.d.). In this, the aim is to maintain the integrity of the participants’ interpretations and to identify any biases (Lester, n.d). As such, I will avoid ethical issues relating to the misrepresentation, editing, or omission of findings that have been provided by the participants (Lester, n.d).
Also, reporting the data in phenomenological research requires an interpretation of the data in a way that focuses on describing rather than explaining the participants’ experiences (Lester, n.d.). In this, I will be tasked with deciding the information to be selected and how I will arrange it (Lester, n.d.). To enhance the validity of the report, I will include direct quotes from the participants to elaborate on specific points (Lester, n.d.). However, care will be taken to avoid any personal information from being revealed in the report. Lastly, the research will contain a discussion section that will allow me to add more information regarding the state of financial illiteracy among African Americans (Lester, n.d.). I will also use the discussion section to elaborate connections between the study findings and other theories regarding financial literacy among African Americans (Lester, n.d.). This will form a basis for some of my assumptions regarding the research topic and recommendations for future research (Lester, n.d).
Participant selection
Target Population
My research will target African Americans in Albany, New York state to assess their lack of financial literacy. The study will gather data from individuals who are 19 years of age or older, including students, employed and unemployed adults, and business owners in Albany. The decision to specifically use adults is based on the need to collect data from individuals who are often responsible for their financial decisions. Additionally, these individuals have encountered a relatively significant number of factors that influence their financial literacy across their lives, such as social, economic, and health factors. Also, the study requires individuals who can express themselves extensively, hence the specification for adults. Students will be included to help determine how the current educational systems influence financial literacy among African Americans. Additionally, the data from the students will be crucial in evaluating the efficacy of any school or college-based interventions aimed at enhancing financial literacy in the African American community and how they can be improved. On the other hand, business owners will be included due to their financial experience from their repeated interactions in financial situations.
Sampling Techniques to be Used
Sampling refers to the identification of a suitable group of individuals from a larger population who will provide the data that can be generalized to the whole population. In qualitative research, sampling is advantageous since it not only lowers the expenses incurred but also minimizes the period spent and the resources to be employed in the research (Acharya et al., 2013). In this study, I will mainly use two non-probability sampling techniques to achieve the desired sample from a target population of African American students, business owners and other adults in the community to be studied. A non-probability sampling approach will be more suitable for this study than a probability approach since not every African American from our study area is qualified to participate in the study (Acharya et al., 2013). In non-probability sampling, the chances that a particular individual from the population will be selected as a participant are unknown to the researcher (Acharya et al., 2013).
To select participants for my study, I will use two sampling techniques, snowball sampling and purposive sampling. The purposive sampling technique is useful when a diverse sample is necessary, as in this case (Martínez-Mesa, 2016). The advantage of using the purposive sampling method is it pre-targets certain individuals who possess key selection or additional criteria needed for representation in this study (Brunson, 2017). The purposive sampling design is used when a limited number of individuals possess the trait of interest, which in my research will be a lack of financial education (Brunson, 2017). In purposive sampling, the researcher chooses participants who have experience or knowledge of the issue/s being addressed in the research (Oppong, 2013). As such, the sample size is more of a function of available resources, time constraints, and objectives of a researcher’s study and may, therefore, be subject to changes before or during the study (Oppong, 2013).
The Snowball sampling technique entails the researcher identifying other suitable individuals that can be included in the study through the ones that have been already selected (Oppong, 2013). This method relies on the researcher’s ability to identify the variables that might affect a subject’s response to the questions posed and utilizing the knowledge gained from the relevant variables in selecting the sample of study (Oppong, 2013). The choice of variables will depend on the researcher’s knowledge of his area of research, information gained from relevant literature, and clues from the ongoing study (Oppong, 2013). For snowball sampling, I will select an initial group of individuals who will identify other potential members with similar characteristics to take part in the study (Martínez-Mesa, 2016). Since my study is qualitative, I will use a relatively small number of participants to acquire information-rich cases with in-depth interviews and immersion in a culture (Brunson, 2017). A large sample size is unnecessary for this type of research because providing an in-depth insight into a phenomenon can be established by the researcher selecting a small but informative sample, which is typical of qualitative research (Brunson, 2017). Therefore, I will need between 11-20 participants.
How I will Obtain Informed Consent from the Participants of my Research Study
In research, informed consent refers to the process of ensuring the study participants “voluntarily confirm their willingness to participate in a study after being informed of all aspects of the study that are relevant to the subject’s decision to participate” (Manti & Licari, 2018). Informed consent is based on transparency and respect for the participants’ autonomy. Thus, all information provided by the researcher should be factual, should address all the appropriate areas, and no information is omitted regardless of how crucial it appears to the researcher (Mandal & Parija, 2014). As such, the participant must understand the circumstances under which the research is being done and how they may affect his/her willingness to take part in the study. In this, the language used in obtaining informed consent should be simple and understandable to the participants while acknowledging any relevant cultural and psychological, and social requisites of the participant to improve its validity (Mandal & Parija, 2014).
In this study, I will use both verbal and written consent. While verbal consent requires a verbal explanation from the researcher, written consent involves documentation of the procedure used to obtain the consent (UCI, 2019). In obtaining written consent, the researcher uses a form or document which acts as a “guide for the verbal explanation of the study” and the foundation for extensive discussions between the researcher and participants (UCI, 2019). Additionally, the participant’s signature acts as a confirmation of the decision to take part in the study but is not the most essential step of obtaining the consent (UCI, 2019). Conversely, the most important part that should not be neglected is the exchange between the researcher and participant, which should not be replaced by the consent form (UCI, 2019). Nonetheless, both verbal and informed consent requires that the researcher provide an appropriate amount of time for the participant to consider their options and provide their decision regarding their willingness to participate in the study (UCI, 2019).
Both verbal and written consent should specify crucial information such as the character, objective, and specific requirements of the research (Manti & Licari, 2018). Additionally, the participants should be informed of any benefits to be gained from participating in the study, such as any form of compensation or rewards. Fundamentally, the participants must be told that taking part in the study is volitional and without any bias or coercing (Manti & Licari, 2014). The methods employed in the research should also be clarified while considering the various cultural or personal factors that may be influenced by these research methods. The location of the study and where the informed consent is being discussed is also relevant (Mani & Licari, 2019) Ultimately, the participants must be given the alternative of voluntarily opting out of the study for personal or other reasons without any consequences or undue harassment (Manti & Licari, 2019). Nonetheless, the researcher should consider the participants’ physical, emotional, and psychological capabilities when obtaining the consent (Manti & Licari, 2019).
As such, the consent process for this research will entail extensive discussion with the participants before obtaining the consent. Therefore, I will first explain to the participants that their participation will be volitional and that they will not be compensated for taking part in the study (Suttington, 2018). Additionally, I will elaborate that they will be allowed to opt-out of the study whenever they wanted without any untold consequences (Suttington, 2018). Also, I will inform them of the amount of time that the research will take, where they will be interviewed, and the information that I will ask from them. Furthermore, I will inform the participants of the research objectives, and how the research may impact the African American community in Albany. Moreover, I will deliberately hide the personal details of the participants to maintain privacy and trust during the study. Also, the research details will only be available to specific individuals who may not misuse the information collected from the participants. The final step will be to obtain the participants’ signatures as a confirmation of the discussion.
Methods of Data Collection
Interviews
This study will primarily use phone interviews in addition to face-to-face interviews as the methods of data collection. Phone interviews will be used due to their convenience, especially for the participants whose availability is limited. The phone interviews will range between one to one and a half hours, although additional time will be allocated if the participant provides additional crucial information. Using phone interviews will also be beneficial since they are faster, easier and take less time to schedule and conduct (Barrett, 2019). However, to improve data quality, I would add face-to-face interviews. Compared to phone interviews, face-to-face interviews enable a researcher to obtain crucial information from observing the participants’ body language and visual cues in response to particular questions (Barrett, 2019). The face-to-face interviews will be arranged and conducted at a location of the participants’ choice to ensure that they are more comfortable. These will be conducted in one-hour increments for every participant mainly to increase the amount of time spent with the participants, thus improving the quality of the data obtained (Brunson, 2017).
The interview format will combine structured, semi-structured, and unstructured questions to obtain quality data. Structured interviews are regulated and rigid such that they are planned before the interview by the researcher and information is obtained in a controlled manner (Alsaawi, 2014). This, therefore, involves asking interview questions in a particular order and manner to all the participants, and there is limited interruption by the interviewee (Alsaawi, 2014). Some of the questions will adopt this structured format because they allow the researcher to effectively compare the information given across various participants in creating certain study variables (Alsaawi, 2014). For instance, they will enable me to answer my research question regarding the differences in financial literacy among educated versus uneducated African Americans by comparing their responses to the same interview question. Furthermore, structured questions help the researcher narrow down to the specific topic of study, thus limiting unnecessary explanations or interruptions from the participants (Alsaawi, 2014). Nonetheless, using structured questions may be disadvantageous by minimizing the flexibility of the interviews and limiting the variation among participants’ responses (Alsaawi, 2014). To avoid this, several unstructured and semi-structured questions will be utilized in the interviews.
Unstructured interview questions will answer my research questions by enabling the participants to expound on their responses, thus increasing the variation in their experiences regarding financial education (Alsaawi, 2014). In this, I will minimize the number of interruptions when the participant is answering the interview questions, thus allowing him/her to explain deeper aspects of the interview question (Alsaawi, 2014). As such, the extent to which the participant elaborates on a specific interview question will be determined by the participant and not me (Alsaawi, 2014). This may provide information that will be crucial in focusing on specific phenomena extensively in the research, such as how (Alsaawi, 2014). Semi-structured questions in the interview will take the form of pre-planned open-ended questions and the direction of the participant’s response is therefore controlled (Alsaawi, 2014). As a result, the benefits of both structured and unstructured interviews will be taken advantage of.
Regarding the specific interview questions, I will begin by asking the participants various warm-up questions such as how they are doing that day, which will be essential to making the individuals feel comfortable enough to open during the interview (Brunson, 2017). Afterward, demographic questions will be included to gain information regarding the participants such as their age, gender, and level of education. I will then ask the structured questions, followed by the semi-structured ones. The unstructured questions will be asked last due to their unpredictable nature. The interviews will be electronically recorded and replayed to the participants afterward to enable them to clarify any information that they feel is important to their response (Brunson, 2017).
Questionnaires
I will also administer open-ended questionnaires to collect additional information regarding the level of financial literacy among African Americans in Albany. These will allow the respondents to elaborate on their answers, which will be analyzed and themes identified. Additionally, open-ended questionnaires allow the participants to include their emotions, perceptions and judgements regarding the research topic, which will help us better understand the individuals’ experiences regarding financial education. Also, the participants will be allowed to elaborate whether they can comprehend the research questions and whether they have opinions regarding the research topic. Furthermore, respondents are more likely to remember their responses if they are given the freedom to respond as in open-ended questionnaires. Open-ended questionnaires also eliminate errors due to passive answering of the research questions as in close-ended questionnaires.
Conclusion
In conclusion, a phenomenological approach will be suitable for this study since it will allow us to explore the different experiences of African Americans in Albany regarding financial literacy. The target population will be identified primarily using their age since the study requires individuals old enough to make their financial decisions. In sampling, the study will employ purposive sampling and snowball techniques since they are more convenient for this research. For data collection, the study will primarily use phone and face-to-face interviews with a combined structure of unstructured, semi-structured, and structured questions. These will help answer the research questions regarding the lack of financial literacy among African Americans in Albany.
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Appendix
Warm Up Questions:
1. How is your day going?
2. Are you comfortable enough to take part in this interview?
Demographic Questions
1. How old are you?
2. What is your gender?
3. What is your highest educational level currently?
4. Are you married?
5. Are you employed? If yes, what is your occupation?
Interview Questions
1. How would you define financial literacy?
2.  What is your current credit score?
3. How would you describe your level of financial literacy?
4. In your opinion, why do African Americans lack financial literacy?
5. Are you planning on taking formal finance-related courses in future?
6. Do you think financial education is important? Why?
7. Do you have a retirement plan?
8. What do you think is the best form of financial investment? Why?
9. What is the hardest financial decision you have ever made?
10. In your opinion, what can schools do to enhance financial literacy among African Americans?
