The Praxis Safety and Accountability Audit

Focus Group Summary Examples
Sample Introduction to a Focus Group Summary
[OUR COMMUNITY] is examining our current criminal legal system response to cases involving gender-based violence by conducting a Praxis Safety and Accountability Audit (Audit). An important part of the Audit involves consulting with survivors of gender-based violence through focus groups to learn about their experiences with the criminal legal system. [NAME, ROLE] worked to organize a survivor focus group that was conducted in [month, year] with [#] participants. Facilitated by [NAME, ROLE] the following themes and questions were identified during the focus group. It is worth noting that focus group participants represented a range of experiences and these themes should be considered as paths for exploration, not conclusions, for the Audit Team. To protect the privacy of the survivors that participated in this focus group, please do not share or distribute this summary outside the Audit Team.
Please note: The examples below are meant only as examples. They are not meant to be used as a template or a base for a summary for focus groups conducted in your Audit. 

Example #1

Statements from focus group conducted with participants who had experienced sexual assault. 
Reasons Survivors Decided to Report

· Fear of continued danger - I reported after my neighbor encouraged me to (after she was able to immediately escape to her neighbor’s residence – 911 was called).  I worried that something else would happen – that he was still in my neighborhood.

· I reported and a month later law enforcement let me know it was not going forward. I felt like at least I filed a complaint – that is what pushed me through to report – the safety of others – him doing it again. I had called the friend who held the party to get his last name.  She told me he had a history.  

· Because when she disclosed to a friend, she told her it was not okay.  That caused her to step back, look and say, yah, that was not okay – not just laugh it off. 

What They Wanted By Reporting:

· Safety

· For law enforcement to invest time in trying to get information from her
· For law enforcement to invest time in trying to find the perpetrator. 

· For the perpetrator to be stopped

· To be validated - that what she said happened, happened. 

· For him to know he did not have consent.

· I was looking for remorse.

· He was scared when he heard law enforcement was looking for him.  It felt good for him to feel something too. 

· To be able to know that if we told anyone, that they would be believe us.

· To be believed (not blamed – for drinking, for meeting up with someone through a dating app, for anything about us; to not be told I should have been more careful or told about the parental warnings the officer gives his daughter to be more careful -so she can prevent being raped)

· For law enforcement to investigate sexual assault when is reported, not credibility of the survivor – like where she gets her income from.

· To be able to know that if we reported, that they would do something, at least try.  

· For reporting to actually mean something; I hate to say it but reporting to an investigator means nothing.  It takes time and time again of harassing them to even make them get off their butts. 

What would have made the reporting experience easier. . .

· “When other people have reported and it gets believed, it makes it easier for you to report.”

· To be talked to with dignity and for that not to change behind your back or when others are not around (example of law enforcement’s treatment towards survivor changing when advocate was no longer present)

· For law enforcement to care about what happened to us and about what the person did to us; to talk to us with compassion. Just have some compassion.

· To be believed – to not be identified and treated like the problem.

· To be validated – everything you feel should be valid in your situation. It just makes it so much easier to move forward.

· To be checked in on – it’s so hard to be sitting there with no information at all.

· To not only be called when they want information from me.
Return my calls to help answer my questions and to tell me my options.

· To be told when was releasing from jail – no one told me. 

· It was helpful when law enforcement was sympathetic and they listened.

· For law enforcement to find a way to help you and not try to find a way to blame you or to try to say it did not happen. 

· To not be told by law enforcement that I would be arrested for obstruction of justice and for making a false report after getting frustrated and telling the investigator I did not care if they did not believe me.

· To have more education out there - there is a lot you can do to be more sensitive, but if people don’t believe you – there needs to be more help for education.

· When I reported to law enforcement they were not trained in any way.  They were really awkward, maybe it was a gender thing.  I just had this random dude from a patrol car and he didn’t know what he was doing.

· I just remember the officer questioning my decision to go back out with someone I had just met – basically saying that the decisions I was making were not protecting enough of myself.  He kept talking about his daughter and what he tells her to do to stay safe.

· They made me wait a long time at the hospital.  They put me in a slightly separate area with a curtain in the waiting room and I was just sitting there with the advocate making small talk who I didn’t have rapport with.  I definitely waited at least an hour.

· I think that would be helpful for survivors, like if you report, what happens, what you need to now.  I needed more information about what to expect.  

· I wanted to know if I started this process, what would happen next and would I be completely tied to this guy forever?  I needed more information. 

· Why is it my job to figure it out all the time?  Asked if: 
· I wanted to press charges? 
· I wanted to meet with the prosecutor? 
· I wanted to talk to this person or that? 
· I wanted a restraining order?

· The assigned prosecutor asked her what she wanted him to charge him with?  That felt unfair.  I’m not the law. I don’t know. I don’t know where to go with that.  

· To have had an advocate come to her house when law enforcement came to take her report and process the scene.  To feel like she had someone on her side to begin with. The responding officer was in uniform and was all blunt in his presence. It was hard to feel comfortable. 

· It takes courage to call law enforcement and it takes courage to walk into places like DVSAS to ask for help. It might just make you walk away unless someone is there to immediately engage with you in a compassionate way. 

· To know when the system was going to take over and when she still had options – she did not want to have to see him.  She needed time to think about what had happened, what her options were and what she wanted to do and not do. To not give up her free will and choice and have law enforcement take over after she reported.  

· To not ravage through her room - to collect evidence in a compassionate way.  To not get her property back. 

· A caring presence is needed.  It was not helpful to be left alone in the exam room. 

· My life was interrupted so much and for so long – it would have been nice if his had been interrupted too – more than just a 20 min. interview to explain his side of the story.

· Not feeling interrogated.
Reasons why survivors chose not to report:

· I never once considered justice to be in the realm of possibilities of something that could be possible for me.

· I saw through my work how government systems and culture work.  I didn’t want to be seen as less then human, or just as a number or a case that they had to check off before 5 pm.  I didn’t trust the culture to actually believe or care.

· I felt like too much time had passed. I don’t think I recognized that it was an assault (until about 6 mos. later). It never occurred to me that I could report it. I was really drunk and I did go home with him and I initially was okay with it; but then changed my mind.  I just did not have enough information and wasn’t on top of it enough to report.

· I don’t remember anything because I was drunk. I go back and forth a lot about if I should report it. It worries me because I had a friend who reported and experienced trial and the experience was terrible.  I don’t want to go through that, to have to talk about what I was wearing, why I was drinking and making out with him, and wouldn’t have to deal with a crappy awkward dude officer.

· A survivor reported experiencing sexual assault by male family members.  She further disclosed having “sex with guys when she did not want to.” She shared that to her, rape is when there is sex with physical things like punching.

· Not knowing what to do.  She considered reporting but didn’t know if it would get anywhere.  Considered if she would have to end up in court with him – if she really wanted to do that?  It’s hard enough to talk about it alone, let alone in front of the person who did it. 

· Everyone around her telling her it was her fault – blaming her – you allowed him to come over, he would never do that to you because I know him so well (which was also heard as – I know you so well, but I believe you must be lying).  She was all on her own. 

· Other peoples’ experiences led her to believe police wouldn’t do anything – that it would not go anywhere if she reported.

Example #2
The following themes and questions were raised by 14 participants in two focus groups conducted in October 2000 and one forum with 23 participants from a Hmong women’s community group in April 2001. 
· Discounting battered women’s fear and experience: what it means when she says, “I’m afraid he’s going to kill me.” It’s a problem when an officer interprets events for her.
· Police officers are more apt to remove him if he says he’s going to kill himself.
· Police officers’ assessment misses fear, does not always take a woman’s fear seriously.
· Police may not separate survivor and suspect sufficiently to keep suspect from hearing her conversations with officer.


· Race “should be your number one priority.” Questions about different impacts on different communities. One example was given of a suspect who was Black being arrested quicker than White; another example, a racial slur, “mud face”, when searching for suspect.
[Information reported to the state suggests a significant jump in African American survivors of reported domestic abuse since 2002; African American survivors and offenders are represented in reported domestic abuse in higher numbers than their proportion of the county population.]
· Systems really want a certain response – i.e., “want you to leave, get divorced” – and if a survivor doesn’t provide that response there is less support for her.

· In a public setting, such as a community forum, Hmong women may make light of abuse: “Can I come to Abuse Shelter for a vacation?” They do not necessarily want to identify themselves as needing Abuse Shelter for safety. 

· Police and others do not understand the dynamics of domestic violence; do not understand why she would stay in the relationship.


· There is uncertainty about knowing when a suspect is released from jail, or when he has been apprehended if he had left the scene before police arrived. Women sometimes are not notified when he is eventually picked up.

Other jail-related issues include: untimely notification of release, suspect being released on bond after a domestic-related arrest with a .174 Intoxilyzer reading; jail allowing suspect to use survivor’s credit card to bond out.


· Survivors expressed numerous concerns about the impact on children, including: lack of adequate attention to and referrals for their children by survivor-centered agencies; concerns about officers speaking in front of the children, interviewing them, using them as interpreters, and arresting the suspect in front of children (and how this might generate a child’s mistrust of police). 
· The DV Response Unit is helpful, and for some survivors an important source of support in building safety. Others felt more talked into participating in something that they didn’t entirely understand or necessarily want.
· DV Response Unit was more helpful and involved when he actually re-offended.


· DV Response Unit follow-up contacts with a survivor’s partner may not always occur as promised.

· Survivors who may benefit from DV Response Unit services and intervention may not be aware of or connected with it.


· There are multiple people from multiple agencies who intervene on the front end of a criminal case, but drop or disappear when survivors might want more ongoing contact. 
· These interveners also seem to know more about what’s going on than the survivor, i.e., when it comes to offender release or apprehension. 


· The level of system response to continued harassment. How do interveners respond to no-contacts, bond conditions, probation conditions?


· It makes a big difference when officers recognize patterns of violence, danger, and context. Police should listen with compassion, not attitude that ‘someone’s going to get arrested.’ 


· Survivors cannot count on enforcement of protection orders and no-contact orders. [Information reported to the state shows little charging on protection order and no-contact/bail violations.]  Participants had many comments about calling police when he is violating no contact or protection order, and then nothing happens. Also, comment about the prosecutor and advocacy agency giving survivors different messages about protection orders.


· Some women with cognitive disabilities and/or weak communication skills may need time to tell a much larger story – the ‘whole picture’ – before they can relate a certain experience with domestic violence or a particular incident.
· Probation: many comments about lack of follow-through from probation officers to enforce the no-contact condition of probation, taking probationer’s “side”, not being helpful to survivor.

· Prosecution: survivors feeling like they are being “persuaded” to take a plea, and not recommending what they verbalize suspect needs…ie. Counseling, chemical dependency issues, etc.
· Survivors report surprise at the low bond amounts, especially for felonies, and the fact that offenders can be released so quickly after a domestic, jeopardizing her safety and her children’s safety. Some women suggested that they only call the police when they are “at their wits end” and want him to go to jail; they had many questions about why he then gets out so quickly.   


· Comment from survivor that a family court commissioner told her “he’s going to have to do a lot worse than hit you in order to get supervised visitation.”

· Advocate at the scene: It would be helpful to have a female advocate at the scene who has an understanding of the system and dynamics of domestic violence.
Example #3

Themes from focus group with women who called 911 for help when being battered. 
· When women call 911, they want help to come, and come fast. They often do not want to – or can’t safely answer questions about suspect’s location, clothing, birth date, addresses, etc. One participant suggested that the first question should be: Is it safe for you to stay on the phone?


· Women who had experienced repeat calls to 911 felt that they were being judged for not leaving the relationship or not getting an Order for Protection (“like I was told”). 


· Women learn that they can get a response that more accurately fits their needs and situation if they hang up or say there’s a weapon (faster and fewer questions, less time on the line).


· There were several examples of 911 not taking a call seriously, hanging up, or not dispatching a patrol car.


· There was a broad, strong consensus that the system response – 911 and police – varied depending upon where they lived and how they were seen [i.e., Native, certain neighborhood, drunk (whether accurate or not)].


· Where their experiences with 911 were positive, it was because they felt the operator listened to them, understood the situation and provided an appropriate response. Example: while she was waiting for the police to arrive, the 911 operator told her where the squad was at by street, i.e., they’re at Main Street . . . just crossed 1st Avenue.


· 911 should figure out ways to hear directly from survivors about their experience.
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