Domestic Violence Safety & Accountability Audit:

Questions and Answers

Used with permission from the Bellingham-Whatcom County Commission Against Domestic Violence

What is a Domestic Violence Safety and Accountability Audit?

The Domestic Violence Safety and Accountability Audit, developed by Praxis International, Inc., uses a local team to look at how work routines and ways of doing business within institutional systems strengthen or impede safety for victims of battering. By asking how something comes about, rather than looking at the individual in the job, an Audit discovers systemic problems and produces recommendations for longer-lasting change. The Safety Audit is designed to leave communities with new skills and perspectives that can be applied in an ongoing review of its coordinated community response. It is built on a foundation of understanding 1) institutional case processing, or how a victim of battering becomes “a case” of domestic violence; 2) how response to that case is organized and coordinated within and across interveners; and, 3) the complexity of risk and safety for each victim of battering.  

Why conduct a Domestic Violence Safety and Accountability Audit?

The Audit is an emerging tool intended to help communities work toward the common goals of enhancing safety and ensuring accountability when intervening in cases involving domestic violence. Through the Audit process, gaps in safety are identified and solutions to address those gaps are recommended.  Although many important changes have been made in the criminal and civil legal system response to domestic violence, many of the institutions that intervene in domestic violence were not designed with the unique characteristics of battering in mind. A Safety Audit provides a unique and focused opportunity to examine how domestic violence cases are handled within a particular system, and based on that analysis, implement improvements.

Who conducts a Safety Audit?

The Bellingham-Whatcom County Commission Against Domestic Violence has taken the lead in coordinating three Safety Audits in Whatcom County. Praxis International has provided consulting services throughout each Audit. A group of local multi-disciplinary practitioners are trained to serve as the Audit Team. Members are selected based on the focus of the audit and the size of the team varies. The Audit Team conducts the data collection and analysis and makes the findings and recommendations, which are summarized in the final Audit report. 

How does the Audit team collect and analyze data?

The Audit relies on both quantitative and qualitative research in collecting data; there are no systematic sampling procedures. Instead, interviews, observations, and text analysis sample the work process at different points to ensure a sufficient range of experiences. Interviews and observations are conducted with practitioners who are skilled and well-versed in their jobs. Their knowledge of the institutional response in everyday practice and their first-hand experience with the people whose cases are being processed supply many of the critical observations and insights of the Audit. Text analysis is conducted on randomly selected, and relevant, case files. 

Safety Audit data collection and analysis pay attention to eight primary methods that institutions use in standardizing actions across disciplines, agencies, levels of government, and job function.   These “Audit trails” help point the way to problems and solutions. These eight methods include:  rules and regulations, administrative practices, resources, concepts and theories, linkages, mission purpose and function, accountability and education and training. At the center of the interviews, observations, and case file analysis is the effort to see the gap from a victim’s position and to see how it is produced by case management practices. In locating how a problem is produced by institutional practices, team members simultaneously discover how to solve it. Recommendations then link directly to the creation of new standardizing practices, such as new rules, policies, procedures, forms, and training.  

What is required of an organization or agency that is audited?

Prior to conducting a Safety Audit, the agency to be audited and the Audit coordinator discuss and agree upon the focus of the Audit, otherwise known as the Audit question. An MOU is signed outlining issues such as access to case files as well as a general commitment to and understanding of the Audit process. As agreed upon, the audited agency will allow Audit team members to interview key staff, observe key staff, and to have access to case files and documents as relevant for text analysis. The audited agency will also be asked to review the draft Audit report before final release, and to work with the Audit team, Audit coordinator (Commission Against Domestic Violence) and the criminal/civil legal system to implement, as is feasible, recommendations proposed in the Audit report.

What happens once an Audit is complete?

The Audit coordinator is responsible for writing a final report that summarizes the findings and recommendations from the Audit team. The report uses quotes and excerpts from focus groups (if relevant), individual interviews, case files and Audit team observations to support the findings. The findings are framed as “gaps”, and the report is organized in the following way:

· Statement of the gap 

· How is it a problem? For which victims of battering?

· What contributes to the gap?

· How do we close the gap?

· Who should be involved?

Generally, Audit reports are shared with the public, unless the audited agency has requested otherwise. Communities have developed various strategies to address implementation of Audit recommendations.

Have any Safety Audits been conducted in Whatcom County?

The Bellingham-Whatcom County Commission Against Domestic Violence has conducted three Audits in Whatcom County.  In 2002 the Commission completed a Safety Audit of the response to domestic violence cases from the point of a 911 call to law enforcement response (Bellingham Police Department  and Whatcom County Sheriff’s Office) and jail booking and release. Then in January 2007, the Commission Against Domestic Violence completed another Safety Audit, examining the response of prosecution (City of Bellingham and Whatcom County) and Whatcom County District Court Probation. A Safety Audit has most recently been conducted in the City of Blaine, including the law enforcement, prosecution, probation and court response. This report will be released in December 2007.

What were some results from these Audits?

The first Safety Audit led to the development of the standard domestic violence risk assessment tool and protocol, now utilized by all law enforcement agencies in Whatcom County. It also resulted in the development of a new 24-hour on-call advocacy service provided to victims of domestic violence that is accessed by the responding law enforcement officer at the end of a domestic violence call. This service, provided by Domestic Violence & Sexual Assault Services, has now been extended to all Whatcom County law enforcement agencies. The most recent Safety Audit contributed to efforts to create a safer and separate in-custody viewing room for victims of domestic violence. It expedited the installation of an excel database in a prosecutor’s office to document victim information and other case processing information between practitioners in the office. It led to the revision and refinement of an agreement between certified Domestic Violence Perpetrator Treatment Providers and Whatcom County Courts. The City of Blaine initiated multiple changes during the Audit process, even before the Audit was completed, including the development of a process to notify the prosecutor prior to 8 am each morning whether or not a Blaine resident was to appear for an in-custody hearing.

What would a court Audit look like?

The structure and scope of a court Audit will vary based on the area of focus as chosen by the involved parties. For example, a recent Safety Audit conducted in Hennepin County, MN asked the question: “How do the procedures in Domestic Violence Court account for victim safety and increase offender accountability?” With guidance from the bench, the Audit coordinator and Audit team examined those structures that directed how domestic violence cases were processed in Domestic Violence Court, such as the formal policies, forms and information systems, staff and resources, and the formal and informal processes. Judicial officers were interviewed and Audit team members “sat along” with judges on a few occasions. Team members observed many hours of court and conducted focus groups with prosecutors, public defenders, probation officers, advocates, court clerks and law enforcement officers.

The Audit team developed a “map” of how information does and could flow in the Domestic Violence Court based on input from court staff. Team members reviewed reports, worksheets and other texts utilized by judges, including a limited number of paper files. Many months were spent analyzing the data in relation to the audit question. Based on this analysis, recommendations were made and documented in the final report. 

On the other hand, a Safety Audit could focus on a narrow court process or procedure, such as civil protection orders, pre-trial hearings, no-contact order recessions/revisions, or domestic violence compliance reviews. Regardless of the focus, the methods for data collection and analysis will generally follow a similar path as noted in the Hennepin County example. Through interviews, observations and text analysis, Audit team members identify those areas in institutional processes and procedures that need additional attention in order to provide the most safety-driven response possible. 

Have any other communities conducted a court Audit?

A number of communities have conducted Safety Audits that included a court process as part of a larger Audit focus. For example, both Kansas City, MO and Spartanburg, SC have conducted Safety Audits focused on the civil protection order process. The court, along with all other systems relevant to the application, issuance, service and enforcement of protection orders were included in these audits. In Kansas City, the audit focused only on protection orders where both domestic violence and child abuse were present. An Audit was recently conducted in Kent, WA to determine how victims of domestic violence learn about and gain access to the Safe Havens supervised visitation program. This audit included a review of court proceedings. Here in Whatcom County, Blaine Municipal Court was included as part of the City of Blaine audit.  Thurston County, WA conducted a Safety Audit that included all aspects of criminal case processing, as well as civil protection orders. Numerous courts were included in this Audit.

Fewer communities have conducted Audits that focus solely on a court process. Hennepin County, MN recently completed a Safety Audit of case processing of misdemeanor cases in Hennepin County Domestic Violence Court. The City of Seattle conducted a review of domestic violence cases in Seattle Municipal Court in 2003 using methods similar to an Audit. Currently, the Battered Women’s Justice Project is conducting an Audit in a small community in Minnesota, focusing on custody decisions in 15 divorce cases where domestic violence was documented.

Where can I learn more or review a complete Safety Audit report?

Praxis International, Inc.    www.praxisinternational.org 

Basic information about the Safety Audit is provided, along with links to a select number of Audit reports.

Bellingham-Whatcom County Commission Against Domestic Violence www.dvcommision.org
Copies of two completed Audit reports can be found in the Report section of the web site.

Audit Logistics Guide

Sample Adapted Audit Overview

Praxis International, Inc. 
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