The Praxis Safety and Accountability Audit


Focus Groups: 

A Tool for Data Collection and Community Change

What is a focus group?

· A type of group interview

· A discussion on a specific topic that is planned, organized, and facilitated  

· Small selected group (4 to 10 participants) with shared experience

· Interaction between participants is part of the process
· Questions build on each other and themes arise
· A way to gain information about perceptions, views, and experiences

· Discussion moves from the person and individual experiences to institutions and the community, identifying needed change
Why use focus groups with survivors and/or community? What can we learn?

· Help define scope of Audit and Audit questions.

· Ground the Audit in the experiences of those whose lives are processed as cases in an institution, i.e., survivors of battering and/or sexual assault, immigrant survivors, male survivors, those who sought involvement from the system and those who did not, those who avoid the system, etc.
· One method of data collection: What is happening? What do personal experiences tell us about institutional response?  

· Identify the disjuncture, the divide, between people’s experience and how the institution processes the case.

· Hear from those who may not be represented in official statistics, particularly those in under-represented or under-served communities.
· Identify themes across individuals, across the community, and within systems. Example: A focus group with survivors of domestic violence to discuss a risk assessment questions, form, and process; A focus group with survivors of sexual assault about the experience of investigation interviews and evidence gathering; a focus group with people with limited English proficiency regarding their experiences navigating community services and language access.
· Participating in focus groups can be transformative for survivors: 
· to connect with others who have had similar experiences

· reduces isolation, the feelings of this only happened to me

· provides opportunity to contribute to change

· turn something bad that happened to them into something good for others
· helps in the healing/recovery process (work for justice, improved responses, identify new resources)
When should you use focus groups with survivors and/or community?

· Early on: forming the Audit question.

· During the Audit to check your findings and ask new questions.

· When writing the Audit final report to get feedback on your recommendations 

Keep in mind:

· How much of the picture we get depends upon who is in front of us.

· We need to do multiple groups to increase accuracy and search out themes.
· If you have trouble recruiting for survivor/community focus groups, it means you aren't well connected in the community and need to seek the help of someone or some organization who is.
· Useful data requires good facilitation, note taking, and a written record.  

· Participants should be compensated for their time and may need childcare and
transportation. 
· Prepare for language interpretation and physical accessibility.
· Feed everyone!

What are the considerations in using focus groups to learn about the experiences of and services needed by survivors of gender-based violence?

· Privacy, safety, and well-being must be primary. Flyers, correspondence, and telephone contacts should be as neutral as possible: for example: “women’s health study.” Know whether, when, and how it is safe to call or send a letter. 
· Ensure informed consent for participation: confidentiality, risks and benefits of participation, use of pseudonyms, voluntary, access to advocacy.

· Conduct enough groups to obtain as accurate a sense of the issues as possible and that represent as many diverse experiences as possible. How many is enough? It will depend upon the size of the community. At least two; maybe a half-dozen or more.
· Reach beyond organizations to individuals, to those not already engaged in advocacy or institutional intervention. Recruit participants from social groups, community centers, civic organizations, schools, and places of worship. Post flyers in laundries, markets, gynecologist and pediatricians’ offices, hair salons, and other places where women may see them.

· Seek advice from those who know the community and the issues; those who can advise about focus group questions and recruitment. 

· Wherever possible, train community members to facilitate the focus groups.

· Provide support and advocacy on site and after the focus group.
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