The Praxis Safety and Accountability Audit


Using Focus Groups in an Audit
Focus Groups with Survivors 
(group interview of 3-10 survivors around a shared experience)
The Audit team will have limited direct participation in survivor focus groups in order to create a safe and trusting place for survivors to share their personal stories. Planning focus groups includes making decisions about who from the team will participate and/or observe. Typically, this will include the Audit Coordinator and one or two other team members, depending on how many survivors participate. The survivor focus group facilitator is usually a community-based advocate either from the team or someone well-positioned in the community and with survivors. The Audit Coordinator or team member joining the focus group should take notes, if participants consent to note taking, so that the facilitator may focus on the discussion and engagement with the survivors. The Audit team will receive a summary of key themes and a briefing from those who observed the groups.
If conducting an Audit that is focused on uncovering how a particular institutional inequity is produced, it is important to consult with community-based experts before reaching out to survivors. See below on Focus Groups with Community-Based Experts. Speaking with community-based experts before holding survivor focus groups can provide a base of knowledge that will allow the Audit team to go deeper in its engagement with survivors from the community experiencing inequitable or unjust institutional responses. Community-based experts are also frequently gatekeepers in their communities – a trusted person that survivors may accept an invitation from to participate in a focus group. As gatekeepers, it may be important to have community-based experts facilitate survivor focus groups that relate to experiences with institutional inequity.

	Description
	When
	Goals
	Ask about…
	Listen for…

	Discussion with people who are the focus of institutional intervention, such as survivors of battering, survivors of sexual assault.

NOTE: Purpose is to learn about experience with intervening systems, not the specific details of the violence.
	Early in planning and organizing an Audit 

At the analysis stage


	· Identify how survivors experience a gap between their needs and the intervention being examined. 
· Help form, clarify, and sharpen the Audit question. 
· Check assumptions about how practices are problematic and what would be an improvement.
· Clarify how different groups experience certain practices.
	· Experiences with intervening systems

· Actions that make life more or less safe

· Actions that contributed to a sense of feeling believed, supported, or that justice was served
· Examples of what is working well and what is problematic

· What to listen and look for during the Audit

· Who to talk with during the Audit

· Likely impact and potential negative consequences of recommendations


	· Gaps between individual lives and institutional response

· How a person experienced danger/harm; how intervention did or did not change that experience

· What a person wanted or needed from intervention

· How a person was able to engage in their case

· Inequities produced by the institution’s response



	How does this focus group help us understand: 

· The complexity of individual lives (remember, there is no universal survivor; no universal offender)?

· The complexity of risk, safety, justice, and well-being (from immediate circumstances, offender and their social networks, aspects of culture, institutional intervention)?
· Gaps in equity, justice, safety, and well-being (immediate, ongoing, institutional intervention)?
	In general, ask and listen for: 

· What is working well and what is problematic 

· The impact of intervening systems on people’s lives 

· Sources of interviews, observations, and text analysis

· The 8+ Audit Trails 
· Ideas about and potential problems with Audit recommendations


Focus Groups with Community-Based Experts 
(group interview of 3-10 community-based experts around perceptions of institutional intervention or experiences of survivors or offenders in their community)
Adapted from The Blueprint for Safety Equity Assessment Toolkit (for more information, please email blueprint@praxisinternational.org).

Focus groups with community-based experts can contribute important insights for your audit and can include those leaders in your community who are well versed in their community’s lived experiences with institutional interventions, inequity, and/or injustice. If conducting an Audit that is focused on uncovering how a particular institutional inequity is produced, community-based experts should be members of the Audit team. Community-based experts include individuals who are part of the community experiencing inequities in community and institutional interventions; they are active and respected in the specific community and/or working on social justice issues that intersect with your Audit’s scope and focus. These individuals do not necessarily have to have specific credentials or educational experiences to be considered experts, because they are – by definition – experts in their own lives and communities. Further, they do not need to have specific expertise in gender-based violence to lend important insights into their community’s experiences with institutional intervention. Focus groups with community-based experts, therefore, may be less focused on gender-based violence and will more likely provide information on how the institution’s response to certain communities produces or exacerbates inequity or harmful experiences. Audit team members or leadership from involved agencies can help inform who to invite to participate and contribute to planning and facilitating the focus groups with community-based experts. A summary of themes from the discussion should be developed to share with the entire Audit team and inform the data analysis. 
	Description
	When
	Goals
	Ask about…
	Listen for…

	Discussion with experts or gatekeepers in the community who can share insights, perceptions, and general experiences people in their community have had with institutional interventions.
	Early in planning and organizing an Audit 

During data collection

At the analysis stage


	· Help form, clarify, and sharpen the Audit question

· Identify Audit team members

· Identify how community members perceive or experience gaps between their needs and the institutional intervention 

· Understand primary issues facing the community 
· Explore how the Audit can contribute to or support (vs ignore or undermine) existing efforts to address those issues
	· Experiences with or perceptions of intervening systems

· Examples of what is working well and what is problematic

· What to listen and look for during the Audit

· Who to talk with during the Audit

· Likely impact and consequences of recommendations

· Existing local or national initiatives addressing inequities

· Other initiatives in the community focused on institutional reform


	· Gaps between what the community wants and needs and what the institution provides/how the institution responds
· Primary issues facing the community and how those intersect with the Audit question

· Insights on the intersection of survivors’ experiences with gender-based violence and inequities

· Ideas on how to address issues of inequity with institutions 

	How does this focus group help us understand: 

· The complexity of individual lives (remember, there is no universal survivor; no universal offender)?
· The complexity of risk, safety, justice, and well-being (from immediate circumstances, offender and their social networks, aspects of culture, institutional intervention)?
· Gaps in equity, justice, safety, and well-being (immediate, ongoing, institutional intervention)?
	In general, ask and listen for: 

· What is working well and what is problematic 

· The impact of intervening systems on people’s lives 

· Sources of interviews, observations, and text analysis

· The 8+ Audit Trails 
· Ideas about and potential problems with Audit recommendations


Focus Groups with Practitioners 
(group interview of 4-10 practitioners about responses to cases involving gender-based violence, i.e., patrol officers, child protection workers, sexual assault nurse examiners, investigators, etc.)
Focus groups with practitioners in intervening systems lends insight, that may be difficult to obtain through text analysis or observations, into commonly accepted practice, perceptions and approaches to responding to cases involving gender-based violence or with specific communities. Practitioner focus groups can also serve as a think tank about local response and possibilities for change. Some might be held within one agency, such as probation officers who conduct pre-sentence investigations. Other groups might be with practitioners across agencies who have something in common, such as those who rely on police reports to inform their decisions on a case. Audit team members can help inform who to invite to participate and contribute to planning and facilitating the focus groups with practitioners. A summary of themes from the discussion can be developed to share with the entire Audit team.
	Description
	When
	Goals
	Ask about…
	Listen for…

	Discussions with practitioners in intervening systems.
	At almost any stage of the Audit process
	· Act as a mini “think tank” with the Audit team.

· Learn about commonly accepted practice, perceptions, approaches to cases and specific communities
· Inform the Audit team about a particular practice, problem or proposed solution.
	· Case processing sequence

· Understanding of gender-based violence, risk, and safety and well-being
· Resources, tools, policies, support, training, and supervision available to them

· Authority and discretion

· Response to 
recommendations
	· What is working well and what is problematic.

· The impact of intervening systems on people’s lives.

· Sources of interviews, observations, and text analysis.

· The 8+ Audit Trails.

· Ideas about and potential problems with Audit recommendations.

· Their insights and suggestions as a “think tank” on their agency or the system’s response, or on the Audit

	How does this focus group help us understand: 

· The complexity of individual lives (remember, there is no universal survivor; no universal offender)?
· The complexity of risk, safety, justice, and well-being (from immediate circumstances, offender and their social networks, aspects of culture, institutional intervention)?
· Gaps in equity, justice, safety, and well-being (immediate, ongoing, institutional intervention)?


	In general, ask and listen for: 
· What is working well and what is problematic 

· The impact of intervening systems on people’s lives 

· Sources of interviews, observations, and text analysis

· The 8+ Audit Trails 

· Ideas about and potential problems with Audit recommendations
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