Safety and Accountability Audit

Three Ways to Refine The Inquiry: Your Audit Scope, Focus, and Question
Imagine your community has learned from community-based advocates and survivors that probation response to cases involving battering has been failing to hold offender’s accountable. You decide to conduct a Safety and Accountability Audit to find out ways to reform the way the work of probation officers is structured in order to improve accountability. In this Audit, you would necessarily have an open-ended discussion with a probation officer about the work she does to process domestic violence cases. The ground you cover could be vast, from how little funding her division gets for drug monitoring and victim outreach, to the limitations of the databases available to her when writing pre-sentence investigations, to the difficulty she has getting regular progress reports from all the different batterer’s intervention programs, to the lack of diversion options available to offenders who are victims of ongoing battering. 

These threads will be compelling. But your project could become vast in scope and quickly outgrow your budget and timeframe, if you follow every interesting trail. Here’s how to keep your Audit project focused.
Why does our Audit need a question? What is it?

Back to our fictional probation officer. If your interviewing team member had this Audit question as the purpose of her discussion, guiding her inquiry, imagine how the conversation might proceed with a lot more focus and efficiency. 
· How is our probation department able to recognize and respond to risk and safety for all victims of domestic violence in our county?

Guided by that purpose, your team member could hone in on the ways the probation officer’s case processing is able to assess, identify, and take up issues of risk and safety, and not be sidetracked by issues irrelevant to your project. Other issues that arise can be catalogued and shelved, to be potentially taken up by subsequent Audit projects.

Your Audit question will help your team members stay focused on what’s happening in the real lives of people in your community, and whether or not institutions charged with public safety are able to meet their needs. It will help you avoid the pitfalls of focusing on issues that are more important to institutions than to the lives of people they manage. For example, when issues of funding, efficiency, convenience and inter-agency communication arise, a quick check with your Audit question will help you determine which of those problems are relevant to your project, and which might be taken up by administrators in another venue. Some will have clear relevance to victim safety and offender accountability, some not at all.
What is the difference between Audit scope, focus, and question? 

The Audit scope is how broadly your inquiry will go, in terms of actual case processing steps. Will you examine 911 calls through to dispatch, or follow the case through to the patrol response? If you examine the protection order process, will your scope include all of the advocacy organizations who currently help victims with petitions, or will you only look at case disposition? If you examine child protective services response to battered mothers and their children, will your scope include from initial reports through screening? Or on through case disposition? If you examine the criminal legal system’s response to sexual assault, will your scope be limited to the police investigation or will it include prosecution charging decisions? Will it include campus response? 

The Audit focus is your chosen cross-section of offenders and victims. Are you looking at the response to all offenders, those in pre-trial release or those on post-sentencing probation? or focusing in on the ones mandated to batterer’s intervention by a protection order process? Are you looking at your response to all victims, or only to those for whom English is a second language, or those who are immigrants, or those who are homeless, or lesbian, gay, bi-sexual, or transgender, or only to those with children? Your audit findings will be deeper and more meaningful the more clearly your audit focus is defined. 

Your Audit question articulates your project’s priorities. It’s your philosophical touchstone, both directing and limiting all of your project’s activities. Your Audit question is an umbrella statement of purpose, clearly delineating both your scope and focus.
How do you determine the Audit scope and focus? 
Your Audit scope and focus can be determined in several ways.

The preferred approach develops the Audit scope and focus from a known problem in your response to certain cases. Your interagency working group may have its eye on a specific problem raised by community-based advocate. Or, better yet, you’ve conducted focus groups of survivors/victims and offenders to identify and articulate the most urgent and pressing problems your Audit should address. Let’s say advocates and survivors report that your highest-risk victims of domestic violence (women who are homeless, for example, those with substance abuse disorders, undocumented women, or those with criminal records) receive a less vigorous response from the protection order process than victims who have more resources, and your team wants to understand why and correct the disparity. From this, you might decide your scope would be the protection order process, from petition to enforcement, and your focus would be women who are undocumented, for example. 
A community could also determine the Audit scope and focus as a function of who’s at the table. Since the Audit process relies on voluntary participation and willing transparency on behalf of the participating agencies, a tenet of the Audit process is that your inquiry goes “where the door is open.” You can ask your Coordinated Community Response
 members for volunteers from an agency who wants to join in seeking funding for an audit – an interagency problem-solving tool to improve responses to cases involving violence against women. An agency that volunteers would define the scope of your Audit. The specific focus and question would be determined as discussed above, through either a known response problem defined by advocates or directly through survivor consultation. Let’s say your emergency communications center volunteered and advocates have reported that survivors with Limited English Proficiency have been reluctant to call 911 for help, your scope would be the emergency communications and your focus might be language accessibility of 911. Or, maybe your police investigations unit volunteered and you know that adult sexual assault survivors have reported inconsistencies in their experiences with investigation; your audit scope would be police investigations and your focus would be adult sexual assault crimes. 
How should we phrase our Audit question? 
Once you have determined the scope and focus of your Audit, it’s time to put the puzzle together into an Audit question that will be the touch point for your team and process. There are two main points to consider in drafting your Audit question: 

1. Keep the question focused on institutional practices, not survivors or offenders, and not on individual practitioners.
The Audit equips you with the tools to examine and change the way that institutions respond to the needs of people in your community. It’s not a method to change public awareness of a particular issue, increase the number of victims that access a specific service, or mobilize public support for a new District Attorney. Those changes call for different tools. 
Keep your gaze firmly on the institutional response to a certain type of case. Individual practitioners are cogs in the machine: useful to your project as they grant you access and insight into their institution’s infrastructure, but they are not the targets of your reform effort.
 
2. Always ask HOW: How does this come about? How does this point of intervention work? How does this enhance or diminish victim safety and well-being? How does this enhance or diminish offender accountability and opportunities to change?

You are looking for the ways in which your system organizes itself to do X, Y, or Z. How it organizes its workers, how it allocates its resources, how it provides oversight to its systems of accountability, and how that infrastructure is positioned to meet the needs of people. 
	This…
	Not this…

	How does the design of the visitation center account for the needs of Native American women, children, and families?
	Do Native American women, children, and families get their needs met at our visitation center? 

	How is safety for victims of domestic violence in our city built into law enforcement response and the other community interventions initiated by a call to 911?
	Do victims of domestic violence see 911 as a resource for them? 

	How does the criminal justice system recognize and respond to risk and safety for immigrant victims of domestic violence?
	Why don’t immigrant victims of domestic violence access the criminal justice system? 


There are so many problems in our community. How do we choose? 
One of the most important considerations to identifying an Audit’s scope and focus is manageability. This cannot be overstated. Your Audit team and grant administrator will thank you later for clearly delineating your scope and focus on an aspect of your system that is both doable in the timeframe allotted (allowing for unexpected delays), and realistic in terms of your community’s ability to implement your findings and recommendations. An Audit project with too broad of a scope, or one that includes agencies who are not fully committed will flounder. Your team’s morale will plummet, the process will lose credibility, and you are not likely to get another Audit project off the ground locally for a long time. Better to set realistic goals, accomplish them with flying colors, and see tangible results, so that you can move on to the next issue with some real momentum and increased community support.
For example, consider again one of the sample Audit questions above. 

· How does our protection order application, disposition, and enforcement process account for the specific safety needs of undocumented victims of domestic violence?

You’ll notice that this question includes a relatively broad scope looking at many case processing steps, and potentially encompassing advocacy organizations, court administration, court security, the bench, the Sheriff’s department (for serving orders), and the Police department (for enforcement). Its focus, however, is rather narrow: the safety needs of undocumented women. 
Generally speaking, when either your focus or scope is broad, the other must be narrow in order to keep your project manageable. Consider now another sample Audit question from above. 
· How does our 911 call-taking and dispatch process increase the safety of victims of domestic violence while holding offenders accountable? 

You’ll notice that this question delineates a rather narrow scope: the 911 call-taking and dispatch process. But its focus is quite broad: safety for all victims and accountability for all perpetrators of domestic violence in your jurisdiction. An Audit team would likely define its focus early on as being only on intimate partner domestic violence (rather than all intra-familial violence), and only on adults, for example (rather than dating violence among teens), but this is still relatively broad, though very doable. 
NOTE: focusing on the experiences of all victims and perpetrators does not mean that you exclude the experiences of victims and perpetrators from specific (i.e. marginalized) communities. For example, if your team encounters data to support a finding that language access is a barrier for safety and accountability, that finding is, indeed, in the scope of your audit even if your team did not specifically set out to uncover the experiences of individuals with limited English proficiency. 
For additional examples of Audit questions, see the separate file Sample Safety Audit Questions.
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� Broadly used to include domestic violence response teams, sexual assault response teams, interagency coordination teams, collaboration partners, etc.


� However, during your audit you may encounter individual practitioners who are failing the duties of their job function or are engaged in discretionary responses that threaten the safety and well-being of victims of violence against women. To address this, the � HYPERLINK "http://praxiswordpress.webaloo.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/15ConfidentialityAgreementTemplate.doc" ��confidentiality agreement� signed by audit team members includes the following statement: In the unlikely circumstance where a member of the Audit team observes a practice that requires immediate attention, either because of threats to a person’s safety or apparent professional misconduct, that team member and the Audit Coordinator will privately communicate their concerns to an appointed designee of the applicable organization.





Audit Logistics Guide

Audit Question, Scope and Focus
Praxis International, Inc. 



www.praxisinternational.org
    
Page 1

