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The Migrant Health News Source
streamline
The Immunization Initiative at MCN pro-

motes improving childhood, adolescent,
and adult immunization coverage levels
among migrant and other mobile underserved
populations. During the course of the initia-
tive, anecdotal and documented evidence of
an increase in the Hispanic indigenous popula-
tion in United States and outside California
surfaced from various sources. A separate ini-
tiative emerged, to design and develop a
piece of educational material specifically for
this population.

According to Johnathan Fox and Gaspar
Rivera-Salgado, editors of Indigenous Mexican
Migrants in the United States, “the indigenous
proportion of the Mexican migrant population
has grown significantly, most notably in both
urban and rural California, and increasingly in
Texas, Florida, New York, and Oregon.”1 In
the course of the immunization initiative,
MCN encountered such populations and sub-
sequently contacted migrant and community
health centers and clinicians in many parts of
the US in order to obtain data confirming the
presence of Hispanic indigenous migrant pop-
ulations. More than 160 individuals were con-
tacted and approximately 54 migrant and
community health centers in 21 states con-
firmed that they were serving Hispanic indige-
nous populations. However, there is no broad
regional or national data on the numbers of
indigenous migrants seen at health centers,
and no reliable estimate. Clinics serving
migrants do not have a unified means of
tracking indigenous clients.

Speaking of one group, Mixtec families liv-
ing in California, Bade reports that “expensive
biomedical treatments, lack of health insur-
ance, language barriers, transportation prob-
lems, and cultural differences concerning ill-
ness causation and treatment combine to
marginalize Mixtec families from the main-

stream biomedical health care culture.”2 This
may be seen as an individual exemplar of a
broader phenomenon among indigenous
migrants. Predictably, clinicians contacted by
MCN reported a lack of educational materials,
as well as a lack of resources to hire inter-
preters to communicate properly with the
patients. Reports indicated a basic lack of
awareness among some clinic staff that any
language other than Spanish was spoken by
their clients.

Little research has been done among
indigenous populations in the US to identify
health beliefs, elements that would help pro-
mote health education, or barriers to receiving
that education. Because men are overrepre-
sented among migrant groups MCN chose to
focus on men only, and to develop a single
resource targeting immunization education for
adult migrant indigenous men working in the
US.

The goal of this study was to implement an
effective immunization education project and
to capture successful elements of the educa-
tional material. Furthermore, because so little
research has been done with this group, we
provide documentation of the process of con-
ducting community-based in-depth focus
groups with indigenous migrant men, so that
further researchers working with this group
might benefit from what we have learned.

Methods and Participants
To assess experiences with and knowledge,
attitudes and beliefs about immunizations
specifically among young Hispanic indigenous
men and to lay the groundwork for materials
development, Voces Indigenas, an agency in
Ciudad Juarez, with whom MCN had worked
with on various other projects, conducted
three focus groups and three interviews with
key informants. Their goal was to explore and

capture some of the beliefs, knowledge, atti-
tudes and behaviors of males from different
indigenous groups between the ages of 15
and 36, in order to develop educational mate-
rials related to immunizations for males of
indigenous origin who work in the US.

MCN then developed the vaccine content
for the piece and Voces Indigenas proposed
and designed the poster-calendar.
Considerations that dictated choice and
design included the fact that Voces Indigenas
had developed and used a poster-calendar to
teach the Raramuri community in Juarez about
vaccine issues; a calendar serves more than
one purpose, unlike a brochure, which is likely
to be thrown away after the information is
received. The use of multiple bright colors
added to the visual appeal and the use of a
circular motif reflecting the Aztecan calendar
and the tomato reflecting the harvest and its
cyclical nature, added visual points of refer-
ence for a visual audience

Before distributing and evaluating the
poster calendar to clinics, Voces Indigenas and
MCN developed a focus group guide to be
used by clinics, and their staff to help evaluate
the material. MCN then initiated a lengthy
process of recruiting clinics and clinicians with
access to Hispanic indigenous communities
who were willing to conduct focus groups and
surveys to evaluate the materials. Some of the
difficulty in this process arose from limited
awareness among clinics that indigenous
groups were part of their service population.

Subsequently, a member of the research
team spent extensive time training recruits
from clinic staff in the process of conducting a
focus group, through the development of a
packet of materials including the focus group
guide, through phone conversations, and
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Respondents generally thought of vaccines as
liquids that were distributed via the blood
after the injection, but did not indicate knowl-
edge of how vaccines work. There was some
confusion about the differences between pre-
ventable infectious diseases, and common ail-
ments, like headaches. Most were not familiar
with oral vaccines.

There was some significant confusion in all
of the groups between vaccinations and
injectable medications, like antibiotics. In Latin
American countries, the use of injections to
treat a cold or pain is very common.
Participants included their perceptions about
getting shots from a doctor once you were
sick or thought you might be getting sick, and
vitamin shots that were also thought to help
keep people healthy. These were seen as times
adults might get injections, and some partici-
pants also iterated a negative understanding
of illegal injected drugs.

Theme 3: Overall, men believe in the effica-
cy and importance of immunization, but
strong elements of suspicion for US and
other healthcare systems remain.

The indigenous men in all groups believed
overwhelmingly that vaccines were good and
kept people healthy. Most also believed that
they, individually, needed vaccines.
Participants expressed ideas about the impor-
tance of prevention, and concerns about car-
ing more for their health. Many asked ques-
tions following the groups about where they
could go to receive vaccines, and how much
they might cost.

There were sporadic reports of suspicion,
primarily about the source of the vaccines
rather than the vaccines themselves. One
respondent reported some long-term suspi-
cion of government immunization campaigns
in Mexico among indigenous people. An
English translation follows:

There is a belief from the past that the
indigenous people thought the govern-
ment did not want them and could exter-
minate them through the vaccines. By put-
ting bacteria or diseases so that they would
die. In this way, the adults (the elders) pass
that belief to the young ones and they did
not trust the government and would not
get their vaccines. That is why it is impor-
tant to tell them what it consists of, and
what they are, and that the individuals
identify themselves well.

Another three participants commented that in
their villages of origin, the traditional healer
(curandero) had recommended that one should
avoid getting immunizations in the US because
the vaccines could be harmful to one’s body.
They attributed this to a belief that doctors in
the US use immunizations on Hispanic immi-
grants to test treatments for illnesses.

Though these comments are interesting for
revelations about the continued presence of
ideas about experiments with minority popu-
lations, the suspicion seemed to focus on the
source of vaccines rather than the vaccines
themselves. Responses about the source of
information revealed more about this barrier
to immunization:
• “Do we believe it? Do we believe they are

telling us the truth, or trying to hurt us?”
• “Before we did not believe, but now things

are changing.”
• “Depends on the person and the circum-

stances.”
• “If they come asking for information about

our names, where we are from and where
we live, that does not inspire confidence,
since you know we are there illegally and
they can report us to immigration.
Nevertheless, if they first tell us what the
reason for their visit is, and do not ask us
for information about ourselves, I think we
can trust them more.”

Participants and facilitators stressed the impor-
tance of immunization information coming
from a trusted source, and suggested written
information with short clear text and explana-
tory graphics, as well as video and audio infor-
mation.

Theme 4: Language and literacy are
barriers for delivery of health information.
Literacy was a significant barrier for all of the
groups. Very few people could read in any lan-
guage (Spanish). They indicated that language
was a barrier for them in clinics in Mexico as
well. They suggested use of illustrations to
convey key public messages.

Other groups echoed this message. Two
groups in Immakolee, Florida relied on transla-
tors to help conduct groups in Spanish,
Mixteco and Mam. The Mixteco group
seemed to know less about vaccines (such as
what diseases might be prevented by them),
and have less experience with immunization
themselves, even as children. Facilitators later
speculated that some of this lack of knowl-
edge might have had to do with the facility of
the translator. The groups suggested heavy
use of pictures to convey messages.

Theme 5: Men tend to use fewer healthcare
services and know less about healthcare in
the US than women.
Men in the focus groups indicated that gov-
ernment immunization campaigns in commu-
nities were common in Mexico. Men said they
were less likely to utilize public health services
in the US. Focus group facilitators for one
group reported the following:

In the US, the main barriers [to health care
utilization] are fear of deportation, language
limitations, lack of money and need to

“deal with it,” etc. Health services are only
used in cases of emergency or serious situa-
tions, and when the “bosses” or someone
in whom they fully trust takes them.

Several indicated that they visited traditional
healers both in Mexico and the US, and they
told stories of Mixteco people returning to
Oaxaca if they did get sick, often with finan-
cial assistance from others in the Mixteco
community in the US. All six of the respon-
dents in the group from Woodburn, Oregon,
said that traditional healers were the most
common source of health information and
care in the US.

Many of the men in the groups had no
knowledge of where or how to access health-
care in the US, and most indicated that they
rarely did so in their villages of origin. Few male
participants spoke about experiences taking
children to clinics for vaccinations in the US.

Effectiveness of materials
Five focus groups and surveys for determining
the effectiveness of the poster-calendar were
conducted during January and February 2007
at four sites The purpose of the focus groups
was two-fold: to assess knowledge, attitudes,
and beliefs, (see previous section) and to gath-
er information about the usefulness of the
poster-calendar.

The opinions of the focus group partici-
pants reflected some of the difficulty of reach-
ing a group for whom language is a barrier, as
was noted in the knowledge and beliefs sec-
tion above. While a majority said they liked
the poster-calendar, a much smaller number
said that they understood “the story.” About
half said they would have liked fewer words.
Perhaps correlating with those who could not
read Spanish, about a quarter of the partici-
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through in-person, on-site trainings.
Once this training was completed, three

clinics, in Florida, Oregon, and California con-
ducted a total of five focus groups. Each focus
group was conducted with a Spanish speaker
from the clinic staff and a speaker of one of
the represented indigenous languages. Focus
groups were audio-taped, and the tapes were
transcribed in both Spanish and English.
Transcripts were read and discussed by mem-
bers of the research team, and emergent
themes were developed.

Participants
Participants in the focus groups conducted by
Voces Indigenous in Ciudad Juarez were 15
men ages 15 to 36 years old (in addition, one
man was interviewed with his mother, who
also gave input). Eleven of the men were
Mixteco, and four were Huichol. All but one
had worked in the US, and all had family
members currently in the US.

One focus group was conducted in Vista,
California to pre-test the questions about
knowledge, attitudes and beliefs about immu-
nizations. The group included six Mixteco par-
ticipants, of whom two were women. They
ranged in age from 19 to 27 and all were
from rural towns of Oaxaca, Mexico, and
spoke Mixtec Alto or Spanish. They had been
in the US from seven to ten months.

Five focus groups were subsequently con-
ducted with indigenous men from Mexico
and Guatemala living in the US. A total of
twenty-five men participated in these five
focus groups, at three different clinic sites
(California, Oregon and Florida). Of the 25
participants in all groups, most were 25 years
old or less. A majority of the participants spoke
Zapotec. The next most common language
was Mixtec followed by Mam and Triqui.
About half of the participants reported that
they could understand Spanish. One third said
that they understood a little Spanish. Most of
the men worked in construction. The rest
picked tomatoes or worked in nurseries. A
majority, had been living in the US for less
than six months. Participants were all from
either Mexico or Guatemala.

MCN also conducted a survey to determine
the effectiveness of the poster-calendar.
Respondents to the survey, administered to
two groups California, were men waiting for
their spouses to be served at the clinic. An
interpreter who spoke both Spanish and
Mixtec interviewed the men in private rooms.
A total of 41 men responded to the survey.
Twenty-nine percent of the men (12) were 15-
20 years old, and 29% (12) were 21-26. Six
men were 27-33 years old (15%) and 11 were
34-39 (27%). Sixty-three percent (26) of the
men spoke Mixtec Bajo, and 34% (14) said
that in addition to Mixtec Bajo, they also

spoke some Spanish. One person spoke only
Mixtec Alto.

Results

Knowledge, attidudes and beliefs

This research addressed knowledge, attitudes
and beliefs of indigenous Mexican men about
immunization. The men in the group talked
about their overall feelings about the impor-
tance and efficacy of immunization, who they
believed immunizations were for, their under-
standing of what immunizations are and what
they do, and general feelings about healthcare
and preventive health services delivery in the
US and in Mexico and Guatemala. Their
responses are grouped into themes below.

Theme 1: Vaccines are primarily for children
and possibly women.
While most participants agreed that vaccines
could be accessed by adults, participants tend-
ed to think that vaccines were primarily for
children (a common belief in the US as well).
They correctly identified common side effects
of vaccination in children (pain at the injection
site, sometimes fever), and said that adults can
also have these reactions. Some respondents
indicated that they had not been immunized
when they were infants, but as older children.

Many had had experience with tetanus vac-
cine as an adult (often after an injury).

Respondents in the Seaside, California, group
indicated that they were vaccinated against
tetanus as adults, and were asked about that
vaccination whenever they were injured, but
that they received other vaccinations only as
children. The only other adult vaccine about
which there was general awareness was the flu
shot.

The focus group that included two women
and four men talked explicitly about gender
issues related to immunization experience and
attitudes. All six participants were from small
villages in Oaxaca. Men indicated that vacci-
nations were for women and children.
However, they also indicated that all health-
care and exposure to clinics was more geared
toward women and children, not men, who
got sick less often and could withstand illness
without assistance. The women agreed that
men got sick more rarely, and speculated that
vaccines were more effective for men. One 24-
year-old said that only the boys in his family
had been immunized in Mexico because only
the boys had gone to school.

Theme 2: Knowledge of how vaccines work
was limited, and participants occasionally
confused vaccination with injectable med-
ications and very occasionally, with illegal
drugs.

� Working with Hispanic Indigenous Migrant Men continued from page 1

Kaiser Foundation Study Shows Community
Health Centers Seeing More Patients After
Massachusetts Health Reform
Community health centers in Massachusetts saw a significant increase – rather than the
decline expected by some – in their patient load from 2005 to 2007 as that state began
implementing its health reform law. This trend illustrates the continuing need for a robust pri-
mary care safety net as a key component of a reformed health care system, according to a
new report from the Kaiser Family Foundation’s Commission on Medicaid and the Uninsured.

The 34 federally-qualified health centers in Massachusetts, which provide comprehen-
sive primary care for low-income and uninsured patients, served 482,503 patients in
2007, up more than 51,000 from two years before, the report found. At the same time,
the number of center patients who lacked health insurance declined, a reflection of the
state’s successful effort to improve coverage by expanding public programs and making
private insurance more affordable.

Despite the reduction in the overall number of uninsured, health centers continued to
see substantial numbers of people with no health coverage at all, serving an increasing
share of the state’s shrinking uninsured population.

The findings offer important lessons for policymakers in Washington contemplating
health reform on a national scale. The Massachusetts experience shows that community
health centers play a critical role in caring for newly-insured patients while continuing to
serve as the primary care safety net for those who remain uninsured.

The report, commissioned by the Foundation’s Kaiser Commission on Medicaid and the
Uninsured, was conducted by researchers at The George Washington University School of
Public Health and Health Services, with additional support provided by the Geiger
Gibson/RCHN Community Health Foundation Research Collaborative.

The study was published in March, 2009 along with a new fact sheet on community
health centers and an updated issue brief that examines the role of such centers in pro-
viding comprehensive primary care to more than 16 million patients nationwide.

The reports can be viewed online at http://www.kff.org/uninsured/kcmu032409pkg.cfm.
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pants said the information was good and use-
ful, while another quarter said they couldn’t
evaluate the information. About the same
percentages said the information could help
as those who said they did not know if the
materials would help.

While less text was clearly perceived as
beneficial (because the majority of the men
indicated that they couldn’t read) responses
also indicated some confusion related to the
graphics. Many men clearly related to the
graphics in positive ways (they liked the col-
ors, and identified with the workers por-
trayed) but unintended associations did arise
from the pictures. For example, because the
poster featured men picking tomatoes, the
participants made associations between the
dangers of pesticides and vaccines, or to
nutrition information. (One response seemed
to indicate that “the poster is telling us
about nutrition or food” because adult
workers have the strength to carry boxes.)
Clearly, there is a fine balance between
textual information and interesting graphics
that is difficult to achieve. The strongest
negative comment about the graphics was
that the participants did not like “the sick
men.” Participants also recommended that
the poster be smaller (they would not be
likely to have a place for it in their living
spaces), and that it not be used solely in
clinics (because they do not go there), but
posted in other locations like stores and bus
stops. Overall, although misinterpretations
were possible, the poster appeared to be
effective in getting the participants to think
about the possibility of adult vaccines.

Survey results mirrored the information
from the focus groups. For example, while all
of the participants responded “yes” to the
question about whether or not they liked the
poster, only 46% said they understood the
information. Several made comments similar
to this one: “I did not like the information,
because I do not know how to read.”
Participants also expressed worry about being
able to pay for vaccines. Again, however, the
poster clearly introduced the participants to
the idea that adult vaccinations are available
and recommended. It helped them to know
what vaccines they need and why they should
get vaccinated.

Conclusions: Implications for
practice and research
Several issues emerged as we progressed
through this project that may shed light
for future work with Hispanic indigenous
migrant men. In terms of immunization,
what emerged as a primary theme was
that attitudes toward vaccination are most-
ly positive, and resistance to vaccinations is
not the primary barrier to immunization for

this population. There are, however, other
barriers. Foremost among these is the dif-
ficulty of access in both directions: for
health care workers to make significant
contacts with indigenous migrant men,
and for migrant men to get access to
health care facilities. Contact, or access is
limited in several ways:
• Lack of awareness among providers that

this population exists. Though it may be
clear that a client does not speak English,
it is not always perfectly clear what the
client’s native language is. Clients may
not let on that they don’t speak Spanish
for a variety of reasons, including a histo-
ry of discrimination even in their own
country.2

• Lack of an “official presence.” Because
of persistent problems of census under-
counts, especially in migrant communi-
ties, the 2000 census data for this popu-
lation must be taken as suggestive rather
than definitive.

• Lacking legal status, clients may seek to be
inaccessible and are hesitant to put them-
selves in situations where their lack of docu-
mentation may be obvious. Outreach
efforts can be difficult due to the need to
remain “invisible.”

• As mentioned before, men are generally
less likely to access health care systems.
Several factors contribute to this reluctance.
Lack of money is one, as is the issue of
trust. They may not go to the clinic unless
someone, like their boss, takes them. Long
working hours may be incompatible with
clinic hours. Reasons for resistance may also
include a desire to be perceived as tough,
as not needing help from doctors or clinics.

Our experience offers some suggestions for
overcoming some of these barriers.
• Outreach efforts are crucial, since many

indigenous men will not access healthcare
services independently.

• The bearer of information should be a trust-

ed source, of the same origin as the group,
who speaks the language.

• It is important to assure that the interpreter
and the clinic staff have good communica-
tion between them, so that information is
delivered accurately.

• Never begin your conversation by asking
for personal information. If asked at all, it
should be at the end of the visit, and limit-
ed to information essential for research.

• Informal networks of communication exist
in migrant groups, and information about
where to go, what is safe, and who can
help is shared through this network. These
networks may be a powerful tool for con-
nection.

• Once connections are established, people
are appreciative of the information they
receive.

Hispanic Indigenous men
in the US and immunization
This research contributes to the understand-
ing that lack of acceptance or fear of vac-
cines are not primary or significant barriers
to adult immunization for this group, similar
to migrants as a whole, and indeed the
majority of the adult population in the US.
As reported above, an overwhelming majori-
ty of participants reported that vaccines
were good and useful. We hypothesize that
the real barriers are practical ones—poverty,
transportation, language, and health litera-
cy—not negative beliefs, and that future
efforts need to focus on removing these bar-
riers, not on convincing people that vaccines
are necessary and safe to use. �
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Immunization Initiative at Migrant Clinicians Network

The Immunization Initiative at the Migrant Clinicians Network (MCN) is devoted to pro-
moting and improving childhood, adolescent, and adult immunization coverage levels
among migrant and other mobile underserved populations. Funding for this project is
obtained from a cooperative agreement with the National Immunization Program,
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

MCN and the Immunization Initiative provide training and technical assistance to
Migrant Community Health Centers, Migrant Health Start Centers, Migrant Education
Programs, employers, and state and local health departments to manage complex cultural
issues of mobile underserved populations and in strategies to reach them and help mini-
mize the barriers to full immunizations.

The Immunization Initiative also develops popular-educational materials and resources
which are culturally and linguistically appropriate. The materials assist clinicians in educating
and encouraging migrants to get vaccinated and to vaccinate their children. For more
information about services and resources available contact Kate Bero at 512-327-2017
or kbero@migrantclinician.org.
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