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Overview

The Victim Assistance and Sexual Assault Program (VASAP) provides counseling, support, referral, and compensation for victims of crime in Montgomery County.  The sexual assault program dates back to 1978 and the victim advocate program was formed in 1987.  The two programs merged in 1995 to form VASAP.  VASAP provides a range of services to crime victims in the county, with the mission of returning victims to their pre-crime level of functioning.  Clients are victims of crime, such as rape/sexual assault, homicide (surviving family and friends), vehicular manslaughter, hate violence, robbery, arson, carjacking, terrorism, assault, battery, and vandalism.  The program also treats adult victims of childhood sexual abuse.  Staff and volunteers run a 24 hour crisis outreach component, meeting victims of sexual assault at hospitals and police stations immediately after the crime is reported, and provide victim’s counseling and support groups, psychiatric evaluation, assistance through the criminal justice system, and compensation.  Fees for counseling services are based on a sliding scale and no one is turned away for inability to pay.

The program treated 1,945 adult crime victims and 750 child victims in fiscal year 2004.  The program provides quality counseling and support leading to impressive results.  85 percent of adult victims and 78 percent of child victims showed decreases in symptoms.  Client response cards praise the program for its tremendous positive impact on their lives.  VASAP’s greatest asset is its small but dedicated staff of therapists, victim assistants, administrators, volunteers, a psychiatrist, and a program manager.

In 1999, VASAP was one of the first programs to be reviewed under the County’s community review system.  Now, five years later, VASAP is again a first.  This time it is the first program to go through a follow-up review.  The community review process was developed to provide a consistent mechanism for assessing program direction and delivery of quality services.  Since the majority of the county Health and Human Services Department programs have now been reviewed, and an appropriate amount of time has passed since the initial review, the county can begin reexamining programs that have already had a first review.   

The follow-up review found that VASAP implemented many of the recommendations given through the 1999 review.  VASAP was able to hire an additional Spanish-speaking therapist and to secure an administrative position.  VASAP also improved on another area of concern to the 1999 reviewers -- technical knowledge and use of technology among staff, though this is a work in progress.  Importantly, the program now has much better collaboration with the police.  At the time of the 1999 review, the Montgomery County Police Department had recently created its own victim’s unit and began providing their own outreach services to victims of sexual assault instead of referring them to VASAP, as the standard practice had been.  It took over three years of significant community pressure and a change in key personnel to resolve this issue.

There have been several other changes since 1999.  VASAP has suffered budget cuts from the county as well as decreases in grants.  Notably, the funding for the community education, outreach, and prevention program was cut.  Although the budget cut forced VASAP to terminate two out of three community educator contract positions, VASAP staff continue to hold a reduced number of community education seminars, as staff see prevention and awareness as an essential component of the work.  The one area where VASAP has seen budget increases is in the victim compensation fund, which grew from $40,000 to $100,000 annually.

On the staffing side, the number of psychiatrists was reduced from two to one.  Three senior victim assistants retired, leaving only one full time and three part time victim assistants.  The program manager notes the need for at least another half time position.  On the positive side, there is now more language capacity among staff.

VASAP set up two satellite offices in county courthouses, fulfilling a long-held goal.  The new space in the Rockville and Silver Spring District Courts facilitates service to clients and increases awareness of the program’s services.  This does however present the challenge of staffing not one, but now three offices with no additional staff.  Consequently, the satellite offices are open only limited hours.

One trend since 1999 having a significant impact on the program is the recent influx of French-speaking African immigrants.  Just as VASAP had caught up with the growing Hispanic population by adding a Spanish speaking therapist, the arrival of French-speaking African immigrants increased demand for services in French.

The 1999 review had much praise for the program, calling it a “small vital force working to restore a fuller life to victims and their families.”  The current review also finds much to praise about the program.  Reviewers were most impressed by the dedication of the staff, the ability of the program to tailor services to unique individual needs, the service to non-English speaking clients, the strong outcome measures of client reduction in symptoms, and client satisfaction with services.

Considering VASAP’s unmet needs, funding presents a major challenge.  The loss of funding for community education threatens prevention and awareness efforts. The staff shortage limits VASAP’s effectiveness and places more stress on existing staff.  The office’s location, difficult to reach using public transportation, is another limitation. 

A lack of awareness of VASAP’s services among the general county population is a serious liability that was noted in the 1999 review and continues to be a problem.  Unless community members are aware of the services, they cannot take advantage of them.  The number of clients VASAP serves is dwarfed by the total number of crime victims in the county.  

Based on the community review of VASAP, the panel has highlighted the following recommendations:

· Institute regular debriefings for victim assistants and administrative staff similar to the debriefings for therapists in order to relieve stress, share ideas, and facilitate group support.

· Survey other victims assistance programs in the country to learn best practices, study funding methods, and benchmark outcomes.  

· Increase the recruitment and use of volunteers.  Reach out to psychology, social work and language departments at area universities to recruit specialized volunteers.  Use on-line services and list serves for recruitment.  In addition to VASAP’s successful use of volunteers in outreach, translation, and office support, use volunteers as victim assistants and to staff new satellite offices.  Systematize volunteer translators.

· Increase awareness of the program through media work and outreach.  Benchmark the percent of total county crime victims receiving VASAP services and seek to increase this percentage.

· Increase program funding.  Seek out more grants and consider fundraisers.  If VASAP is successful in increasing the percentage of county crime victims seeking VASAP services, this will create a waitlist, which should be used to justify more funding from the county.

· Increase staffing.  Hire at least one more half time victim assistant and an additional bi-lingual or tri-lingual therapist.  Reinstitute community outreach position.  (Clearly this cannot be done without an increase in funding.)

· Move offices to a location better served by public transit, increase the number of satellite offices, or increase the budget for client transportation. 

· Evaluate data collection in order to reduce collection of less useful data and increase data collection and analysis on issues useful to the program such as crime trends and refugee trends.

VASAP is a positive force in our community helping victims heal after trauma and recover their sense of personal control over their lives.  It is hoped that this review will be useful in furthering the work of this excellent program.

Review Process

Since this is a follow-up review, the reviewers decided to pay special attention to any lasting impact of the 1999 recommendations, take note of any changes over the past five years in the program or the environment in which it operates, re-evaluate how the program now stands, and present a few recommendations that could further the program’s mission.

The community review panel consisted of four graduate students from the University of Maryland.  All are public policy students in Professor Charles Short’s class entitled “Managing Social Services class.”  Outside of school, one of the reviewers works for the Anne Arundel County State’s Attorney’s Office, and one is a volunteer with the Prince George’s County Sexual Assault Center.  

Information for the review was gathered from an on-site visit and interview with program director Nadja Cabello as well as staff therapists, a victim assistant and the office manager.  There was also a phone interview with the Montgomery County State’s Attorney’s Office and an attempt was made to contact the Montgomery County Police Department’s Major Crimes Division.  Information was also gathered from various documents, including the 1999 Community Review Final Report, the 1999 Self Assessment, program summary and outcome sheets, sample staff evaluation forms, the Office of Legislative Affairs Services to Victims and Witnesses of Crime in Montgomery County report, staff and volunteer job descriptions, program brochures, client reduction in symptom charts, client satisfaction surveys, grant proposals, and other reports.  The office manager also demonstrated the computer database.

Achieving Outcomes
Please respond to the following questions using a scale of 1-5.


Not Meeting
      Below
      Meeting

Above
           Far Exceeding 

      
Expectations
  Expectations   Expectations      Expectations
Expectations     



  1

        2

             3

     4

       5
	I.ACHIEVING OUTCOMES
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	A. Developing Outcomes

Is the program and/or its staff…


	
	
	
	
	
	

	A1.  Able to describe the program's mission? (1)
	
	
	   
	    X
	
	

	A2.  Clear about the community-wide outcomes to which the program contributes? (2)
	
	
	
	    X
	
	

	A3.  Able to describe the specific impact the

        program has on the people it serves? (3)
	
	
	   
	   X
	
	

	A4.  Have outcome measures in place to

        measure results? (4)
	
	
	   
	   X
	
	

	A5.  Able to indicate how the program’s 

        outcome measures monitor the well-being

        of the client? (5)      
	
	
	   
	   X
	
	

	A6. Able to indicate how the outcome measures

       are linked to the program’s mission? (6)
	
	
	   
	   X
	
	

	A7.  Using research on "what works" to achieve

        the program’s mission and improve the

        outcome measures? (e.g., identifying and

        keeping up to date with cutting-edge

        research through conferences and/or

        literature searches.)  (7)
	
	
	   X
	
	
	

	A8.  Applying research to develop and/or

        change strategies? (8)
	
	
	   X
	
	
	

	A9.  Clearly articulating missions and goals in program materials for customers such as program descriptions, brochure, publications, etc.? (9) 
	
	
	   
	    X
	
	

	SUBTOTAL = 34 out of 45
	
	
	   6
	   28
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


	B.  Charting Results
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	B1.  Using a standardized assessment tool to measure program success? (10)
	
	
	   X
	
	
	

	B2.  Using a computer to collect and track program outcome data? (11)
	
	
	   X
	
	
	

	B3.  Identifying/Setting targets each month/year for outcome measures? (12)
	
	
	
	
	
	   X

	B4.  Incorporating information about progress

        on outcome measures in reports, such

        as those made to the County Council, state 

        or federal government? (13)
	
	
	   X
	
	
	

	B5.  Comparing the program results/trends with 

        other communities, the state or the nation?

        (14)
	
	   X
	
	
	
	

	SUBTOTAL = 11 out of 20 (B3 was N/A)
	
	   2
	   9
	
	
	


	C.  Creating and Nurturing Partnerships
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	1.  

	C1.  Able to clearly identify what County system

        of services the program is under? (15)
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	C2.  Establishing relationships between the program and other parts of DHHS? (16)
	
	
	   X
	
	
	

	C3.  Establishing relationships between the program and other parts of County government? (16)
	
	
	   X
	
	
	

	C4.  Establishing relationships between the program and other agencies such as the non-profit community, the school system or the business community? (16)
	
	   
	   X
	
	
	

	C5.  Identifying other desirable partnerships either inside or outside of the government?

       (17)
	
	   
	   X
	
	
	

	SUBTOTAL = 15 out of 25
	
	   
	   15
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	TOTAL = 60 out of 90
	
	
	
	
	
	


Summary for Achieving Outcomes

Work of the Program Exceeding Expectations:

VASAP has an extremely dedicated and well-trained staff and a very low staff turnover rate.  These factors account for staff clearly understanding and being able to clearly describe VASAP’s mission, community-wide outcomes and the impact their work has on the clients they serve.

VASAP’s outcome measures are quite good.  The outcome measure for VASAP’s counseling services is the percentage of crime victims receiving counseling services that show a decrease in symptoms.  Adult victims’ symptoms are monitored using the Post Traumatic Stress Disorder Checklist, a standard tool used by therapists treating post traumatic stress disorder.  For child victims, VASAP therapists use another standard tool, the Traumatic Events Scale.  Both tests can be administered in English, French and Spanish and are administered to clients at set intervals over the course of their treatment.  The results of each testing session are entered into VASAP’s electronic client database.  This is a very good outcome measure linked directly to VASAP’s mission of “assisting victims of sexual assault and other crimes in overcoming trauma and maintaining safety.”

The outcome measures for victim assistance services are the percentage of clients receiving victim assistance services that report receiving effective/valuable services (based on an evaluation form filled out by clients) and the percentage of victims of crime whose losses are mitigated by the County’s Compensation Fund.  The first outcome measures is a bit subjective; if a client does not get the exact outcome from court proceedings that they were hoping for, they may report they did not receive effective service even though the Victim Assistant provided the most effective service possible.  This is a difficult outcome to measure, but it is very useful to track nonetheless because it gives an estimate of how many clients believe that VASAP is fulfilling its mission to “restore victims of sexual assault and other crimes to their pre-crime level of functioning by providing assistance in understanding and using the criminal justice system and in mitigating the financial impact of losses due to crime.”

The outcome measure for VASAP’s Community Education, Outreach and Prevention program is the percentage of VASAP presentation participants reporting satisfactory knowledge of prevention.  This is measured by participant performance on the Sexual Assault Myths and Facts test, which is administered at the end of each presentation.  This is a good outcome measure because it is not a simple evaluation of the presentation, but an actual test of how well people understood what was presented, so it is more objective.  VASAP staff also asks participants to fill out an evaluation of the presentation, which is a useful tool for improving presentations.

VASAP has a number of program brochures for customers that clearly explain their services in English, Spanish and French.

Work of the Program Meeting Expectations:
VASAP staff, particularly the therapists, incorporates new research and techniques into their work when appropriate.  They are able to attend training sessions they think would be useful and also attend all mandatory clinical training to maintain their certification.

In terms of charting results, VASAP uses standardized assessment tools (as noted above) to measure the success of their programs.  These tests and evaluations are filled out on paper and the results are tallied in electronic databases.  It was unclear from the information we received if VASAP sets targets for their outcome measures or not.  This may not be particularly useful to them because they are dealing with crime victims, each of whom will recover in different ways from the trauma they experienced.  Setting a target of 85% of victims will experience a reduction in symptoms, for example, may not have any bearing whatsoever on whether more clients will recover because it depends on the severity of the trauma experienced by each individual and their ability to deal with it through therapy.

VASAP met expectations on all aspects of creating and nurturing partners.  Their work is collaborative in nature because they are dealing with crime victims who may need other services that VASAP does not provide, so referring clients to other helpful services is part of their work and a result of collaborative relationships built up over the years with other County agencies and programs and private non-profit organizations.  One sector that VASAP could begin to collaborate with is the large community of university students in the DC metro area who could provide a range of volunteer skills (from translation to helping Victim Assistants).

At the time of the 1999 review, VASAP was going through a difficult time in their relationship with the Montgomery County Police Department.  The Police Department created its own victim assistance unit and abruptly stopped referring cases to VASAP as had always been standard practice in the past.  After a lot of pressure from the Victim Services Advisory Board, the community, and a variety of victim’s groups, the police redirected the direction of their victim’s unit and resumed making referrals of sexual assault cases to VASAP.  On December 31, 2002, the Police announced that they would again refer to VASAP all 1st and 2nd degree rape cases and all 1st, 2nd, and 3rd degree sexual assault cases.  The police victims unit no longer handles any type of sexual assault cases.   Furthermore, the police’s victim assistants began screening other non sexual assault cases, such as carjackings and burglaries, to determine whether or not a referral to VASAP was necessary or could be helpful.  Perhaps as a result of this, VASAP has found that the number of general crimes cases have begun to outnumber sexual assault cases.  It took over three years for VASAP to resolve this issue with the police, but now they seem to have re-established their collaborative relationship. Some of the staff at VASAP reported that the relationship with the police is usually ok, but sometimes strained.  Some of the staff seemed to believe that monthly or quarterly meetings between VASAP, the police, and the State’s Attorney’s Office, to include both management and “line staff,” would be very helpful.  An attempt was made to contact the Captain of the Police’s Department’s Major Crimes Division for comment on their relationship with VASAP, but unfortunately she was unavailable.

VASAP also maintains strong collaboration ties with the Abused Partner Program.  The two programs and its staff often work closely together to provide all of the necessary referrals and services to victims.  Management of the two programs hold quarterly meetings jointly to determine how things are going.  This likely helps them to maintain their strong relationship and to catch developing trends or problems earlier than if they did not hold these meetings.

Other major collaboration efforts include those with the State’s Attorney’s Office (SAO).  Director Cabello, as well as a number of the therapists, reported that the relationship with the SAO has enjoyed had a good, solid bond.  The SAO apparently agrees.  As part of the review process, telephone contact was made with Ethel Burnett of the Montgomery County State’s Attorney’s Office Victim-Witness Coordination Unit.  Ms. Burnett reported that their unit works very closely with VASAP, and VASAP is an integral part of victim services in the County.  Ms. Burnett explained that her unit helps victims primarily with the court process, while VASAP is able to provide more intensive, long-term services to victims.  This includes a more therapeutic approach than the SAO is able to provide.  Ms. Burnett believes that VASAP is doing a wonderful job and is always there when the SAO needs them.  She also noted that VASAP could be greatly helped if they were given additional resources, especially additional money for their victim’s compensation fund and also additional staff, since existing staff can be very overworked sometimes.  Finally, when asked to comment on the relationship between VASAP and the police, she thinks the problems only arose because the police division was very new and it took a little time to “work out the kinks” and decide who would provide what services.  She believes that the relationship is fine now.

Work of the Program that Needs to be Developed Further:
Based on the review panel’s meeting with VASAP staff and the materials we were given for review, it did not appear that VASAP compares their program outcomes to results of similar programs in other jurisdictions or that they compare trends on sexual assault and crime in Montgomery County to that of other counties, the state or the nation.

Suggestions for improvement:
Reach out to psychology and language departments at area universities to recruit specialized volunteers.

Institute some sort of yearly survey of other victims’ assistance programs in the state or country to learn about best practices that might be helpful to incorporate. 

Changes Since 1999 Review:
This section lists the kinds of recommendations made by the 1999 review panel and comments on action taken by VASAP to implement them to date.

One general area for improvement noted by the 1999 panel was using technology to keep track of program results and other trends or developments that could impact VASAP’s work.  Since 1999, VASAP has made a good deal of progress in this direction.  All client records are now maintained electronically and data for outcome measures are recorded and tallied electronically as well.  Client information forms and program assessment tools are, by necessity, filled out on paper and then entered into VASAP’s database afterward.  At the time of our review meeting, a new system whereby therapists would enter client information directly into a network database from their desktop computers was about to be implemented.  All staff were justifiably concerned, however, that this would be an added work burden on the therapists. 

One specific recommendation was that VASAP develop ways to use technology to look at service needs patterns and create databases with that information that would allow them to inform funders that program services VASAP provides are vital.  This is still an area where VASAP hopes to improve.  

VASAP Director Nadja Cabello noted that tracking migration trends and crises around the globe would help VASAP prepare for new waves of people moving to the area who need their services.  For example, VASAP was caught by surprise by the recent wave of French-speaking African immigrants seeking VASAP services, many of them victims of torture in their home countries.  If they could track these trends on an ongoing basis, perhaps they could be prepared with staff or volunteers who speak the languages needed to help immigrants in need of services.

Another data collection need that would help VASAP improve its services is for them to track their workload to identify trends that would help them mobilize volunteers in advance of an anticipated increase in workload.

Providing Customer Service

Please respond to the following questions using a scale of 1-5.


Not Meeting
      Below
      Meeting

Above
           Far Exceeding 

      
Expectations
  Expectations   Expectations      Expectations
Expectations     



   1

        2

             3

     4

       5
	II.PROVIDING CUSTOMER SERVICE
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	A. Identifying the Needs of Customers

Is the program and/or its staff…
	
	
	
	
	
	

	A1.  Clear about its primary and secondary customers? 

         (18)
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	A2.  Aware of how customers come into contact with

        the program? (22)      
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	A3.  Using clear explanations of who is eligible for the

        program's services? (23)
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	A4.  Providing and maintaining information about the

        program in a variety of languages? (24)
	
	
	
	
	X
	

	A5.  Using translation services, such as the

       AT&T language line, the Language Bank, etc. (24)
	
	
	
	X
	
	

	A6.  Delivering services in a manner sensitive to the

        needs of diverse cultural populations present in the

        county (e.g., having brochures and/or posters 

        illustrating multiple cultures, not scheduling

        meetings on religious holidays, etc.)? (25)
	
	
	
	
	X
	

	A7.  Knowledgeable about how to provide reasonable 

        accommodations for customers who, for example,

        rely on accessible formats such as large print,

        Braille, or sign language interpreters? (26)
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	A8.  Attempting to identify needs of customers on an 

        individual basis? (28)
	
	
	
	
	X
	

	A9.  Maintaining a positive tone with customers,

        especially during the intake process? 
	
	
	
	X
	
	

	A10. Ensuring that customers fully understand how to

         access services and complete the intake process?

         (28 & 29)
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	A11. Encouraging all staff to make a concerted effort to

         please customers? (33) 
	
	
	
	
	X
	

	FREQUENCIES
	
	
	5
	2
	4
	

	SUBTOTAL = 43 out of 55
	
	
	15
	8
	20
	


	B.  Responding to the needs of customers
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	B1. Offering services that are consistent with program’s

       mission? (1, 25 & 28)  
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	B2. Offering services that are readily available to

       customers who are seeking assistance? (27)
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	B3.  Easily accessible by phone, FAX, e-mail, etc.? (29)
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	B4.  Accessible by TTY (text telephone), use of the

       Maryland Relay Service and other assistive devices

       available for people with disabilities? (29)
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	B5.  Delivering services in facilities that are comfortable

       (e.g., safe, well-lighted, easy to find, clean) and also

       accessible to people with disabilities (refer to ADA

       checklist)? (26 & 27)
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	B6.  Maintaining a waiting list for services?  If so, is this

        program working to eliminate the waiting list?

        (30) 
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	B7.  Attempting to meet needs of customers who may

        be on a waiting list? (31)
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	B8.  Referring customers to appropriate resources in the

        community if the program cannot provide the

        requested service? (32)
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	B9. Demonstrating that staff work well together to

         provide the best services possible for the

         customer? (33)
	
	
	
	
	X
	

	FREQUENCIES
	
	
	8
	
	1
	

	SUBTOTAL = 29 out of  45
	
	
	24
	
	5
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	C.  Evaluating Customer Satisfaction
	
	
	
	
	
	

	C1.  Able to demonstrate and document an awareness of

        customer satisfaction? (35)
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	C2.  Using this information to improve customer

        Service? (35)
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	C3.  Including a clearly written policy for handling

        complaints/disputes about the delivery of services? 

        (36)
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	C4.  Offering a formal mechanism to make changes in

        program processes/delivery based on lessons

        learned through the dispute process? (36)
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	FREQUENCIES
	
	
	4
	
	
	

	SUBTOTAL = 12 out of 20
	
	
	12
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	FREQUENCIES
	
	
	17
	2
	5
	

	TOTAL =  84 OUT OF 120
	
	
	51
	8
	25
	


Summary for Providing Customer Service
Work of the Program Exceeding Expectations:

The one aspect of VASAP that seems to stand out above the rest is the caring and dedication that the staff shows for the victims.  Although working with victims of sexual assault and other crimes can be very emotionally draining, the VASAP staff is able to rise above that and focus on the larger good they are doing.  The staff’s dedication and concern for the victims is truly a testament to the VASAP program.

During the site visit, we had a chance to meet with several staff members, including a number of therapists and a victim assistant.  One of the things most striking about the staff was their longevity—most of them have worked there for ten years or more.  When asked about this phenomenon and why so many of them had been there for so long, two of them immediately replied: the clients.  Similarly, when Executive Director Nadja Cabello, was asked about the best thing about VASAP, she immediately replied that it was the staff because they truly care about the victims and want to go to them and help them as quickly as possible.  The copies of customer comment cards that we received provided evidence of the same.  The staff of VASAP was consistently rated “Better than expected,” and many people took the time to fill in additional comments.  These comments included: 

“[Therapist X] is the best of the best.  Very caring and professional” 

“Great team approach” 

“[Therapist X] is awesome.  She is a great counselor and I’m so glad she serves 

the people of Montgomery County.  These services have been such a blessing.  Thank you!”

“The staff is great and they make you feel at home!!!”

“[Therapist X] is great and professional and helpful and should be commended.  

[She] is Godsent.  I will refer others to your program because of the pride 

that [she] takes in her work.”

Without a doubt, these comments are truly heartfelt and demonstrate the excellent level of service, the dedication, and the caring that staff members have shown to their clients.

Another aspect of the VASAP program that exceeds expectations is its handling of clients who do not speak English.  All written documents and the website are available in English and Spanish.  The program is currently translating all documents and the website to French, as well.

The VASAP staff includes a trilingual (English, Portuguese and Spanish) Director, principal administrative aide, therapist, and two victim assistants.  There is also a trilingual therapist who speaks English, Spanish, and French.  The trilingual therapist was originally hired to reduce the Spanish speaking caseload for the bilingual therapist.  In a turn of events that was both fortunate and unfortunate, she has been unable to do so.  Fortunately, although it was not a consideration when she was hired, her French language skills quickly came into good use because of a sudden influx of French speaking victims.  Unfortunately, due to the need to have her help these clients, she has not been able to reduce the caseload of the bilingual therapist.  Additionally, there is a trilingual Victim Assistant (Spanish and French).  Finally, there is another PAA who speaks Hindu. 

Therapists who speak English occasionally accept Spanish speaking clients when the need arises.  However, even the therapists admit that the services would be better provided by someone who spoke the language rather than going through a translator.  Even having a number of Spanish speaking staff, and a person who speaks French, VASAP sometimes needs additional language capacities.  In these instances, they utilize volunteers as translators.  For example, most recently, one of the therapists recalled a victim she had that only spoke Portuguese.  Luckily, there was a volunteer from one of the schools that was able to assist.  Overall, VASAP does an excellent job of meeting the changing needs of its diverse set of clients.

The final aspect of VASAP that exceeds expectations is its ability to tailor services unique to an individual’s needs.  This ability arises both out of the nature of the program and of the competency of the staff.  Each person who receives services can expect to receive from VASAP services tailored to their individual needs in order to restore them to their pre-crime level of functioning.

Surely, one hopes to never be in circumstances necessitating services from VASAP, but for those who are victims of crime, they certainly have a wonderful program with caring, dedicated staff at their disposal.

Work of the Program Meeting Expectations:

The program has met expectations in several key areas.  It has adequately defined its primary and secondary customers as, generally, any victims of crime.  It has also pinpointed its referral sources, which include a variety of sources ranging from the police to the Crisis Center to other County agencies.  Eligibility for the program is clearly defined as any Montgomery County resident who was victimized by crime.  Additionally, if a crime took place in the County, but the victim lives in another county, they can still be eligible if their home county does not have its own victim assistance program.

In regards to responding to the needs of its customers, VASAP provides services that are readily available, easily accessible, and consistent with its mission to restore victims to their pre-crime level of functioning.  The program is housed in a County building located on Piccard Drive.  The biggest drawback of this location is that it is not easily accessible by public transportation.  Executive Director Nadja Cabello had previously been able to secure some grants to help pay for taxi fees to get victims to the office and to get the therapists to where the clients are.  Unfortunately, due to State cuts, this $2,000 fund is no longer being received.  Additional funding to provide for transportation expenses would be a valuable asset to the program.

The program currently maintains a waiting list for a very specific sub-population: French-speaking torture victims.  These victims come into the program having already been victimized in their home country and are often adjusting to a major cultural shock.  National guidelines stipulate that therapists should not work with more than four or five torture victims at a time because of the intensity of the work.  Since only one therapist at VASAP speaks French and because demand is growing, a waitlist has been initiated.

Overall, VASAP meets expectations in regards to either helping clients themselves or referring them to an appropriate resource.  To measure the satisfaction that clients have with the program, “How Are We Doing?” cards are available in the lobby in both English and Spanish (French is coming soon).  Copies of over fifty of these cards were provided to us as part of the review process and show great satisfaction with the program, its services, and its staff.  VASAP also utilizes a clinical tool in an effort to track the effectiveness of the program and to confirm that clients are getting better.  Therapists rate clients at the initial meeting and then at subsequent meetings based on the Traumatic Stress Disorder Scale.  Therapists report that this allows the program to track not only “How Are We Doing?” but also, and perhaps more importantly, “How Are You Doing?”
Work of the Program that Needs to be Developed Further:

Given their available resources, the VASAP program is providing all elements of customer service at or above expectations.  Suggestions for additional resources are outlined below.

Suggestions for Improvement:

Overall, VASAP is an effective program meeting the needs and expectations of the County residents that it serves.  Perhaps the only suggestion for improvement is only partially related to customer service.  One therapist pointed out that the front office staff has a good deal of contact with victims, even though that is not their specific job duty.  The therapist was concerned that the front office staff might not have the proper time to wind down, relieve stress, or “debrief” as may be necessary when dealing with these types of clients all day.  Whereas the therapists can always “go in the back room and scream” to relieve stress, the front office staff must always maintain proper composure and a “public face.”  Therefore, management should look at ways to provide stress relief, perhaps by mandatory fifteen minute breaks away from their desks or a weekly session with one of the therapists as a time to talk, vent, debrief, or whatever is necessary.
Other comments or recommendations:

As mentioned previously, due to the increasing demand for services for Spanish speaking victims, additional Spanish speaking staff would be ideal.  Whether this means hiring additional employees or replacing existing employees with bilingual ones (as existing employees retire or resign) remains to be examined in another section.  Additional French speaking staff would also be beneficial.  Moreover, there is currently no one available to assist Asian victims, and that would be helpful as well.

It was unclear from our meeting exactly how the “volunteer translators” become involved in cases.  It seemed like it was a very ad hoc process whereby they searched for volunteers once the need arose.  It would be helpful if there was a database of volunteers developed with information on languages spoken and contact information.  There should also be a back up method in case a translator is not available for a particular language need.  For example, the District Court maintains a registry of both certified and non-certified translators available for court proceedings.  These translators do charge, typically by the hour, but it is nonetheless a valuable resource to have in an emergency.  VASAP could reach out to some of these translators to determine if they would be willing to provide services on a pro bono basis if the need arose.  Additionally, there should also be some money budgeted for “emergency translators” if VASAP would need to hire one.  Certainly, as long as VASAP can fulfill its needs with volunteers, that is certainly the route to go; however, it is also important to have a backup plan.  It is vital that victims not be denied service simply because there was not a translator available.

It would also be helpful if VASAP was budgeted a certain amount for transportation expenses.  This money could go towards vouchers for public transportation, paying taxi fares, or whatever other needs arose.  The director of the program has expressed interest in “satellite offices” in various neighborhoods, which is an excellent idea.  This is one way of adapting to your circumstances: if your clients are having difficulty coming to you, then take your services to them.  This is already partially being done through therapists and victim assistants meeting clients at alternative settings, but satellite offices would be a safer and more secure option.
ADA Compliance:

The VASAP office is accessible to persons with disabilities.  The front entrance is at grade with no steps and the door is sufficiently wide and easy to open.  Elevators service all floors of the building, including the floor where VASAP’s office is located.  There are ample handicapped parking spaces and Ride On bus service equipped to handle passengers with disabilities is available.  The hallways and rooms appear to be handicapped accessible.  Agency brochures list a TTY telephone for the hearing impaired.  

Useful Trends/Information for other DHHS Programs and Contractors:

There are two major trends that have been witnessed by VASAP that may have important implications for other programs.  The first, the effects of which other programs have probably already felt, is the influx of French-speaking torture victims.  These persons are coming primarily from Cameroon and West Africa and are entering the U.S. as political refugees.  It is unclear why so many have settled in Montgomery County, but it is a trend that is likely to continue.  VASAP and other programs should be aware of the changes that this will require in service delivery.

The other major trend that VASAP has witnessed is an increased use of their services.  Executive Director Nadja Cabello reports that although crime rates have stabilized, and in many areas gone down, VASAP continues to see an increase in the number of people seeking services.  It is unclear why this trend is taking place.  Intuitively, if crimes are going down, then the number of victims of crime should also be going down.  Ms. Cabello believes that part of the explanation could come from increased awareness of the programs available to victims, especially with the openings of satellite offices in two courthouses.  Even if there are fewer crimes, if an increasing percentage of victims utilize these services, then the numbers will continue to rise.  This trend should be kept in mind when thinking about program expansion and during budget proceedings.

Changes Since 1999 Review: Customer Service:

This section lists the comments made by the 1999 Community Review Team in regular type and indicates changes that have occurred since the 1999 review in italics.

Identifying the Needs of the Customer:

· VASAP services target persons who are victims of crime and reside in Montgomery County.  The program will also provide services to non-residents if the crime occurred in Montgomery County and the victim’s home county does not have a similar victim assistance program.   The program also serves child victims of physical/sexual abuse, rape victims, adult victims of child sexual abuse and victims’ families.  

· Victims generally come in contact with VASAP through the police, hospitals, the crisis center and school referrals.

· Eligibility criteria are clearly described in written materials and thorough in-take telephone conversations.

· Extensive brochures, written material, Web site and community presentations are available in Spanish.  All of the written materials have also recently been translated to French, as well.  They are also in the process of translating the website to French as well, but it is not yet complete.  Program uses language volunteers for customers who need them.

· Every client is informed of all appropriate services with treatment plans developed with client.  When necessary, services are provided in an alternative setting of greater convenience to the client.

· Clients report positive receptions to initial contact with the program.

· Staff includes Spanish speaking manager, two therapists, and office coordinator.  One of the therapists speaks French in addition to English and Spanish.  Other language minorities are assisted through the Multi-Cultural Program, the Language Bank and through the assistance of community members, as appropriate.

· The influx of clients who do not speak English has increased the demand for multi-lingual staff.  Much of this need is being met, but threatens to outstrip staff capacity as the diversity of the clientele increases.  One additional therapist who spoke Spanish was hired approximately three years ago.  Coincidentally, she also spoke French.  Although she was hired primarily to lighten the caseload of the other Spanish-speaking therapist, due to a recent influx of French-speaking victims, she is overburdened with French clients and cannot help the Spanish ones.
· Volunteers play a key role in assisting customer in accessing services.

· Staff leadership and philosophy strongly recognizes individual customer needs.  Staff has incorporated the philosophy of customer service into practice.  The staff truly goes above and beyond the call of duty.
· Clients report VASAP services significantly improved their daily functioning.  Completed DHHS report cards; anecdotal reports through client thank you letters; an extremely low level of complaints and grievances supports the impression that clients are pleased with services.

Responding to the Needs of Customers:

· Services offered are clearly consistent with the goal of restoring victims to their pre-crime level of functioning.

· Program does not turn any customer away nor is there a delay in receiving services.  The program is now running its first wait list for a very specific subpopulation: French torture victims.  These victims come into the program and have already been previously victimized and are also adjusting to a cultural shock.  National guidelines stipulate that therapists should not work with more than 4-5 torture victims at a time.  Since only one therapist deals with these clients and demand is growing, a waitlist has been initiated.  Staff indicates an additional need for a Spanish speaking therapist.  As mentioned previously, the Spanish speaking therapist originally hired to fulfill this role has had to focus instead on French speaking victims.  Therefore, there is still a need for additional Spanish speaking staff and perhaps demand for another French speaking therapist to assist torture victims.
· Program has a limited ability to reach Asian clients.  This still holds true.  There is no one on the staff who can assist Asian clients without the use of an interpreter.  Additionally, written materials and the website do not address these clients.
· Program is accessible by phone and through the Crisis Center.  However, currently, the Piccard facility has an inadequate telephone system due to the high volume of calls the facility receives.  Given the potential crisis nature of this program, adequate phone service is essential.  This problem has been corrected.
· Veteran staff members are skilled at seeking appropriate resources in the public and private sector through close working relationships with providers and agencies.

· While the office at Piccard Drive is comfortable, accessibility is an issue for some given clients given the difficulty of reaching the building by public transportation.  To compensate, staff has, at times, had to travel to another site to meet with clients.  Space is tight, but staff has attempted to make the suite pleasant and secure.  The staff believes that the addition of a County staff security officer will help increase the feeling of security.

· The staff is extremely sensitive to the diverse needs of the County.

· The interpersonal dynamics at a staff meeting attended by the panel confirmed the impression that this staff works well together and has a well-developed professional camaraderie.  At the site visit for the follow up review, this was again confirmed.  All of the staff seems to get along well with one another and report that they can turn to one another for advice, help, or “stress relief.”
Evaluating the Needs of the Customer:
· While VASAP has some information about customer satisfaction, there does not seem to be a systematic/formal mechanism for tracking individual customer satisfaction.  VASAP now utilizes a clinical tool in an effort to track the effectiveness of the program and to confirm that clients are getting better.  Therapists rate clients at the initial meeting and then at subsequent meetings based on the Traumatic Stress Disorder Scale.  Therapists report that this allows the program to track not only “How Are We Doing?” but also, and perhaps more importantly, “How Are You Doing?”
· Since staff is extremely sensitive to client needs, no doubt program adjustments have been made to improve services e.g. therapists going to client homes
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Please respond to the following questions using a scale of 1-5.


Not Meeting
      Below
      Meeting

Above
          Far Exceeding 

      
Expectations
  Expectations   Expectations      Expectations
Expectations     



  1

        2

             3

     4

       5

	III. BUILDING AN EFFECTIVE INFRASTRUCTURE
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	A. Supporting Outcomes through Personnel

Does the program…


	
	
	
	
	
	

	A1.  Have enough staff and appropriate resources to

        support the program's goals? (38)
	
	   X
	
	
	
	

	A2.  Utilize management techniques to ensure that staff

        are effectively working to meet program goals

        (e.g., using teams, cross-training?) (43)
	
	
	   X
	
	
	

	A3.  Have staff that meets the program's needs in terms of background, experience and cultural diversity? (47)
	
	
	
	   X
	
	

	A4.  Have staff and others who view their jobs in terms

        of supporting the achievement of the program’s

        mission?
	
	
	
	
	   X
	

	A5.  Have job descriptions for each person working in 

        the program? (44)
	
	
	
	   X
	
	

	A6.  Have performance evaluations that are

       conducted on a regular basis for each person

       working in the program? (44)
	
	
	
	   X
	
	

	A7.  Have job descriptions and evaluations that reflect 

        the individual’s role in achieving the program’s

        mission? (44 & 45)
	
	
	
	   X
	
	

	A8.  Use volunteers, consultants or have opportunities

        for students? (46)                
	
	
	   X
	  
	
	

	A9.  Ensure that volunteers, consultants and/or students  

        understand their role in supporting program 

        mission through training and supervision? (46)
	
	
	
	   X
	
	

	SUBTOTAL = 33
	
	
	
	
	
	


	B. Supporting Outcomes through Budget

Does the program budget…
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	B1.  Reflect and support the program’s mission? (1, 52

       & 53)
	
	
	
	   X
	
	

	B2.  Address all of the program's significant needs? (53)
	
	   X
	
	
	
	

	B3.  Incorporate a process so that needs  

        not reflected in the budget can be addressed? (54)
	
	
	   X
	
	
	

	B4.  Have a process to incorporate recommendations

       from customers of the program, their advocates

       and/or advisory committee or board members? (55)
	
	
	
	   X
	
	

	SUBTOTAL = 13
	
	
	
	
	
	

	C. Supporting Outcomes through Technology

Does the program…
	
	
	
	
	
	

	C1.  Have appropriate and sufficient technology to

        support work? (56)
	
	
	
	   X
	
	

	C2.  Have technology available for work “in the field”

        with consumers (e.g., laptops, pagers, voice mail, 

        e-mail)? (56)
	
	
	   X
	
	
	

	C3.  Have staff that utilizes available technology to help

        achieve program goals? (57)
	
	
	
	   X
	
	

	C4.  Identify training needed by personnel? (58)
	
	
	   X
	
	
	

	C5.  Make use of County or other training resources? 

       (59)
	
	
	
	   X
	
	

	SUBTOTAL = 18
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	TOTAL = 64 out of a possible 90
	
	
	
	
	
	


Summary for Building an Effective Infrastructure:

Work of the Program Exceeding Expectations:

The addition of a multi-lingual therapist has allowed VASAP to better service Spanish speaking clients.  This satisfies a recommendation made to the program in the 1999 review.  This therapist also speaks French, which has been helpful because of the increasing volume of French-speaking torture victims.  There are also two Spanish speaking victim assistants to further satisfy the needs of the culturally diverse community.  

In the 1999 review, there was a recommendation for the program to improve their technology and training given to employees so that they can effectively utilize available technology.  Through the follow-up review we discovered this recommendation is satisfied.  The new database technology is easily accessible to every staff member and the staff is required to take training courses to ensure their continued understanding of the available technology.  The staff is dedicated to utilizing this software to input outcome measures to support current grants and track the effectiveness of their services.  However, there are some inconsistencies that are discussed below in the section on areas in need of further development.  

The majority of the staff was the same as those during the review in 1999.  Most of the therapists have been with the program for ten years or more.  Each employee was able to describe their roles and responsibilities and how they contribute to the program reaching its goals.  Volunteers also play a vital role in satisfying the program’s mission and are clear on their duties as volunteers.  

Every aspect of the budget is outlined to satisfy a goal of the program.  The funds awarded to VASAP through grants and other sources are spent down to the penny to support the mission of the program and are well documented.  

Work of the Program Meeting Expectations:

The employees expressed satisfaction with the management of the program.  They enjoyed the autonomy and the support of fellow staff members that was afforded through the current management of the program.  In addition, the employees expressed pride for what they were doing and seemed honored to be contributing to the satisfaction of the program’s goals.  
The program uses volunteers as 24-hour, 365 day a year emergency contacts.  Volunteers respond to calls on the 24-hour hotline and travel to meet rape and sexual assault victims within thirty minutes of the call.  They are available to victims as companions from the very beginning of the process.  This allows the program to provide services to the community whenever and wherever it is needed.  

Since the budget is stretched so thin, management and other staff members are searching for other available funding sources.  Management is collaborating with other programs in the Department of Health and Human Services to gain access to grant opportunities for the county.  Employees satisfy some of the needs that are not met by the available funds in the budget through extra work.  The rest will be satisfied with the availability of more funds.  

Work of the Program the Needs to Be Developed Further:

Though the staff is searching for available grant opportunities, there is a high demand for increased funding so the program may continue to meet the mission’s goals.  The outreach education aspect of the program that was present in 1999 has since been eliminated because of a loss of funds from the state.  In addition, there are still vacant positions in the program and a greater need for multi-lingual therapists and victim assistants.  The limited funds led to the division and delegation of a great deal of responsibilities to the current staff, which is currently overwhelmed.  Also, there is a waiting list to make an appointment with the French-speaking therapist.  Thus, in order to satisfy the growing demand for the services offered by VASAP, more employees are needed.  A greater amount of funds would allow the program to satisfy its goals and the needs of the diverse community.  

Though the staff attends numerous trainings that discuss database management and current technology, the trainings are not satisfying the needs of the program.  The staff still has trouble using the database software.  The training schedule needs tuning so that the staff is trained in the areas of database management where there is confusion, and they are not required to attend the trainings that address the aspects of database management that are clear to the staff.  

The management team is successful in defining the mission of the program and the roles and responsibilities of each employee in satisfying that mission in a way that is clear to each employee.  However, there is still a gap in communication between the staff and the management and between the different types of employees.   Management and the employees themselves do not always agree on the necessity of certain trainings.  Employees sometimes feel as though some of the trainings are redundant, which takes away time that they could be spending with their clients.  With better communication among all the employees, the management would better satisfy the needs of the workers, who would in turn better satisfy the needs of the community.  

A major problem that was noted by staff and reviewers during the 1999 review and remains a problem today is that the central office is very difficult to access for the many clients and potential clients who do not have access to a car.  The office is right next to a major highway interchange, but far from any public transportation hub.  If a client does not have a car, the client must typically make multiple transfers on public transportation to reach the office.  The new courthouse satellite offices help in this area as they are more accessible, but they do not offer the full range of services.  Funds are set aside to provide taxi fares to those clients that do not have access to a car, public transportation, and who cannot afford to take a taxi.  This is a limited pool of money, and many clients are additionally inconvenienced by the time necessary to reach the office.  The office must be more accessible to satisfy the needs of the community.   

Suggestions for Improvement:

The core need of the program is access to greater funds.  With greater funds, more employees could be hired, the outreach education program could be reinstated, transportation accessibility to the office could be improved, and the program could serve more clients and be able to better satisfy the needs of the community.  Yet, the county budget is tight, as are state and federal budgets and the availability of grants.  Also, it is often difficult for a public agency to be awarded private grants.  The program could consider devote more time to seeking and applying for grants.  Fundraisers are another area to explore.  For example, the Anne Arundel County State’s Attorney’s Office holds an annual Victim Fund Run, a 5K walk/run whose proceeds benefit the Victim’s Compensation Fund.  Though fundraisers can be very time-consuming, they are also a wonderful opportunity to raise money and increase the program’s visibility in the community.  Another idea is to find a non-profit partner that could fundraise and implement a part of the program for which VASAP lacks funding, most notably the community education part.  Finally, the management of the VASAP program could compare its strategies to those of similar programs in other counties to find other available funding sources or to find a way to reorganize the program to better utilize available funds.  

The shortage in staff could be satisfied with an increase in volunteer positions.  Volunteers from local high schools and colleges could be trained to serve as victim advocates, as is the practice at the Sexual Assault Center in Prince George’s County.  Additionally, university list serves are a free and effective recruiting tool that could be used to find volunteers.  One of the reviewers gave staff information on posting an announcement on the psychology student list serve at the University of Maryland.

Aside from finding more funds to increase the taxi fare pool, the central location could be moved to a more easily accessible area of Montgomery County.  In lieu of that large change, neighborhood satellite offices that offer all of the available services could be created in those areas that are more easily accessible to the community.  Another possibility would be to start a shuttle service; this could be paid for by funds from the program or be donated by a local service, such as Ride-on or a local taxi service.  

A number of different management techniques could be utilized to improve communication.  At regularly held staff meetings, the effectiveness of various training programs could be evaluated.  This way, the employees will feel as though they are being heard and the management will know which trainings are useful to staff and which are not.  To improve support for the victim assistants, the same debriefing that is available for the therapists should be made available for the victim assistants.  In addition, regular events that are not centered on the mission of the program, such as retreats and parties which include all office staff, as well as management, could provide  a fun atmosphere to interact and get to know one another outside of work and could improve morale and communication in the office.  

Conclusion

VASAP is a wonderful program serving the Montgomery County community.  The program is meeting its mission of restoring victims to their pre-crime level of functioning through counseling, assistance in understanding and using the criminal justice system, and in mitigating the financial impact of losses due to crime.  It is also increasing public awareness of sexual assault and general crime and the services available for assisting victims.  The dedicated and caring staff are an incredible asset.

The program has suffered from budget cuts and the program director foresees future cuts.  Budget cuts to the education and prevention part of VASAP have forced the agency to limit this key part of its program.  Tight budgets also mean understaffing.  There is also a general lack of awareness in the county about the program’s services.

To address these problems the panel recommends efforts to increase funding, more extensive recruitment and use of volunteers, additional staff, debriefings to support victim assistants, a public awareness campaign, and improved transportation accessibility.

VASAP provides a vital service to the community.  It is important to ensure that the program can continue and expand its success.
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