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• Who we are (the partners)

• What we did

• Why we used participatory research methods

• What we learned

• How it can be applied within your organization or 
environment

Using Participatory Research Methods to Find and Engage with Hard to 

Reach Populations, and Identify and Meet Needs
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• An operating division of HMA

• Support partners in working toward health, 
equitable, and sustainable communities

• Provide research, evaluation, policy, strategy, 
stakeholder engagement, and other support

HMA Community Strategies 
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The San Francisco Jewish Women’s Fund of the San Francisco Jewish 

Federation and the Endowment Fund

• The San Francisco Jewish Women’s Fund (SFJWF) of the 
Federation is a giving circle focused on supporting the 
health, well-being, and economic security of Bay Area 
women and girls who identify as Jewish 

• The SFJWF collaborates with the Jewish community to 
address the needs of single mothers and elderly women in 
the Bay Area
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• Single mothers are among the fastest growing 
vulnerable populations in California 

• We wanted to know how our local single Jewish 
moms are faring – but almost no data was 
available

• We wanted to learn from single mothers and 
Jewish community leaders what programming 
and funding could be effective in addressing 
those unmet needs

Purpose of the Study

10



“Traditional” Approaches to Research and Evaluation

• Top down
• Researcher, evaluator as the expert
• Clear separations 
• Firm methods
• Analyses are as “objective” as possible
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What is Participatory Based 

Research?

Participatory 

Approaches

Participatory Evaluation

Participatory Action 
Research (PAR)

Community Based 

Participatory 

Research
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PAR seeks to understand and improve the world by changing it. 
At its heart is collective, self reflective inquiry that researchers and 
participants undertake, so they can understand and improve upon 
the practices in which they participate and the situations in which 
they find themselves. The reflective process is directly linked to 
action, influenced by understanding of history, culture, and local 
context and embedded in social relationships. The process of PAR 
should be empowering and lead to people having increased control 
over their lives.

Adapted from Minkler, Wallerstein, & Grbich1



“Participatory research can be 
regarded as a methodology that 
argues in favor of the possibility, the 
significance, and the usefulness of 
involving research partners in the 
knowledge-production process .”

Bergold, 2007



Principles of Participatory Research

Participants:
• are involved in learning evaluation and research skills;
• weigh in on the focus of the research and on methods;
• help shape what is examined and studied;
• work together in the inquiry and in developing 

conclusions; and
• help disseminate findings and make sure they are used.

The researchers:
• are facilitators and collaborators; and
• value participants’ perspectives and expertise and helps 

participants see their value and expertise.
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How Participatory Approaches can be Applied in Diverse Settings

• Hospitals

• Health plans

• Providers

• Foundations

• Community Based Organizations 
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• Literature Review 
• Review of Existing Population Data 

• Review of What Was Known About Needs

• Key Informant Interviews with Jewish 
Community Leaders

• Focus Groups/Interviews with Jewish Single 
Mothers 

• Review of the Report by Study Participants

Our Project’s Research Design and Methods
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What does it take to do it?

• Engaged key informants in 
designing the research process

• Involved the community 
(organizations and participants) 
in recruiting

• Designed the data collection 
around what participants told 
us would work
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What does it take to do it?

• Involved participants in analysis and interpretation

• Hosted community-wide phone calls/webinars to discuss 
and share results

• Made plans for ongoing engagement
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How did it work in practice?

• Close communication

• Back to basics communications

• Thinking about every step of the research being about 
three things:
• Information
• Trust building
• Empowering individuals
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Specifically…
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• We conducted 18 phone 
interviews with community 
leaders 

• We held five focus groups 
throughout the bay area, 
from San Rafael down to Palo 
Alto and Foster City

• We heard from 40 women 
participated in either an 
interview or a focus group



What do you get out of it?
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If done well, you get:

• Better data and information to develop or improve 
programs and services

• More engaged individuals

• More empowered individuals

• Better relationships between organizations and individuals

• Better solutions
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• Need for tangible support (i.e., food, housing, 
child care, jobs)

• Need to feel welcomed and a sense of belonging 
in the Jewish community 

• Need for affordable access to Jewish life – “how 
do I make my kids Jewish if I can’t afford?”

What we learned …



24

• Need for assistance navigating available 
resources – finding resources feels “lucky” 

• There is no one size fits all solution in meeting 
the needs of single moms

What we learned …



Solutions: What community institutions can do
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• Identify ways to be inclusive of both single mothers 
and their children

• Consider event timing, child care offerings, 
single parent rates

• Engage women as welcome and equal participants, 
not charity recipients

• Develop a safety net plan for single mothers

• Designate a committee or person for outreach 
to single, divorcing, or widowed parents

• Offer help with transportation to Hebrew 
school and Jewish events

What we learned …



Solutions: What community institutions can do

26

• Ensure community leadership structures 
represent the entire community, including single 
moms

• Invest in shared message of inclusivity

• Look at who is represented in advertising 
materials

• Simplify and dignify financial aid processes

What we learned …



Solutions: What funders can do
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• Help make Jewish life more affordable

• Assist women in identifying and leveraging 
resources  - concierge programs, create a resource 
clearinghouse

• Create opportunities for children to be exposed to 
different role models and generations – Jewish Big 
Brothers, Big Sisters

• Invest in shared message of inclusivity

• Invest in making institutions aware and accessible

What we learned …



The Concierge Service

• Hired a single-mom concierge through Big Tent 
Judaism

• Big Tent Judaism

• Wendy Kenin

• wendy@bigtentjudaism.org

What the SFJWF Funded …

mailto:wendy@bigtentjudaism.org


How these methods apply to health plans and other 

types of needs
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Design Locally 

Specific 

Methods 

Gain 

Knowledge and 

Build 

Relationships

Increase 

Engagement
Develop or 

Adapt 

Programs
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• To build authentic relationships

• To get information you can actually use

• To hear from people you ordinarily wouldn’t hear 
from

• To build deeper investment in the research, which 
leads to deeper investment in solving the 
problems

Why Use these Methods
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• Partner with trusted community-based 
organizations

• Use the “mom” test

• Balance what you are asking for with what you 
are offering 

• Maintain research rigor 

• Expect it to be “high touch”

Final Suggestions: How to Use a Participatory Approach



QUESTIONS?

ANY
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