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Systems Consultation:  An Overview

An effective monitoring tool is systems consultation. The goal of systems consultation is to address and solve, as a team, issues that arise in the investigation and/or prosecution of a sex assault case. This process is not unlike case review; but to underscore our commitment to focus on the system’s response to victims rather than on victims, we chose to name this process “systems consultation.”  The focus, then, is on how systems implement protocols, how protocols address victim/case needs, and how or whether the protocols are appropriately written. 
Some Tips About Systems Consultation
· We suggest that systems consultation be a standing item for team meetings. Some teams ask those present at the outset of a meeting if there are issues for systems consultation, and then manage the meeting time to reserve sufficient time for these issues. 
· Before beginning systems consultation, have a team discussion about the process, expectations, and other relevant issues the team identifies. Discuss and plan for how information should be presented in order to invite team members to hear and process the information without becoming defensive. It is likely that as problems arise, some members may feel put on the spot. It is important to remember that no one agency or person should be targeted. The question on the table should be either “What is missing from the protocol?” or “Why was the protocol not followed in this instance?” 
· Establish rules that ensure victim privacy. If possible, ask victims for permission to bring questions relevant to their case to the team. If that is not possible, present issues to the team without identifying the victim. Understandably, others at the table may identify a victim by the details of the case. This is still no invitation to use the victim’s name in the discussion about case issues. The site coordinator or chair must monitor the discussion to ensure that the victim’s name or other identifying information is not voiced.
· Establish a process for recording the discussion, the proposed solution, and the manner for updating the team on the results of the systems consultation. Maintain an accessible record for review if similar issues should arise in the future.
Examples of system consultation issues that teams have dealt with include the following:
· A majority of cases referred to the prosecutor are denied charges. Is this related to the quality of investigation being done?  The aggressiveness of the prosecutor’s office? Lack of second opinion processes in the prosecutor’s office? Victim recantation? Jury pool? These issues can all be addressed constructively by the team.
· Advocacy services are not being offered to victims. If this is written into the protocol, why is it not being followed? Is it related to individual system personnel not “liking” advocates? Distrust of the advocacy agency? Questions about the professionalism of the advocates? A desire to not “complicate things” by calling the advocate? Each of these can also be discussed within the agreed upon protocols.
· Many initial reports from victims are not referred from law enforcement to the prosecutor for charges. Are protocols being followed? Is there a process for second opinion? Are there similar characteristics about these reports that may indicate a barrier in the system? 
Preparing for Systems Consultation
The background for systems consultation is to have a current and active interagency agreement (MOU) that makes it clear that all parties are committed to improving the systems response to sexual assault. The agreement uses the power of the entire collaborative team to prompt necessary change. The discussion should be organized to ensure that no one is personally “attacked” and that the desired victim-centered response is the intended outcome.
· Coming to the table with a degree of neutrality and listening with some amount of distance can be helpful.
· The issue to be discussed should be a system’s response issue—not a victim issue. 
· The agency/person bringing the issue should prepare for the discussion: 

· Organize your thoughts about the nature of the system issue/problem.

· Address the issue prior to the meeting with the agency or supervisor of the source of the issue—no “gotchas.”

· Gather as many facts as possible.
· Focus on the agency-level approach—not the individual.
· Maintain confidentiality of the victim.
· Stay focused—present the issue concisely and carefully. Avoid jargon, accusatory statements, falling back on history, etc. Present the issue and look for resolution or steps toward resolution. The solution is not necessarily what will make this circumstance okay, but how this can be avoided with future cases/victims. 
· Take notes—What is the system issue? What will be the followup? How does this affect the written protocols?
If an issue has just happened prior to the meeting, emotions are running high and no discussion with the involved parties has happened, this is probably NOT the time to bring the issue to systems consultation. Take time to gather the facts and put emotions in perspective before bringing the discussion to the team.
Sometimes, issues related to how a particular victim was responded to or how a case proceeded are not system issues but have to do with a particular person’s job performance. These are typically dealt with by talking to the supervisor. This could become a system’s issue if the supervisor or agency refuses to intervene and deal with the performance issue. If/when that becomes clear, the overall issue should be brought to the team. This would indicate an unwillingness to abide by the interagency agreement.
Making and Documenting Decisions
· Clear notes should be taken that identify the person/agency bringing the issue to the table and the details of the discussion, as well as the next steps and solution, if any.
· The team may decide they need to talk with another agency that is not represented at the meeting. 
· The team could decide that the issues are not in their purview and choose to not address them. 
· The team may decide that the issue raised should have been addressed in written protocols but was not. Decisions must be made now about how to move forward incorporating this into the protocols.
· Often, a system issue may be resolved during the fact-finding time before presentation to the group. If a call to an agency to clarify a situation results in the agency changing their procedure or changing their training to ensure that all personnel are on the same page, there is no need to revisit the entire issue in case consultation. A brief summary of the problem and the solution, and the process taken to arrive at the solution, can be presented to the entire group. This should also be documented for future reference. 
· Teams should keep a notebook, log, or some other organizing device to ensure that system consultation issues and their resolution are available for review if necessary.

The Site Coordinator’s Role in Systems Consultation
· Make sure your team has talked about doing systems consultation. Do they understand the ground rules? The rules about privacy for victims?  Have new team members been oriented to the process?
· Invite team members prior to or at the outset of a meeting to let you know if they have consultation to bring to the group. Determine how much time must be reserved to give proper attention to the issues at hand. 
· Monitor the time to make sure systems consultation can happen at the end of the meeting. 
· Ask the person who is bringing the issue to frame the discussion for team members.  
· The site coordinator must hold the team accountable for not using victim-identifying information. It is always best if a victim will give you a release to talk about a system issue involving her/him, but without that release, a careful presentation is also appropriate. Make sure names or other identifying pieces of information are not ever used. The site coordinator must monitor that this is followed and intervene if someone begins pressing to know who the victim is.
· The site coordinator should monitor the tone of the discussion to ensure that specifics about the victim that are not germane to the issue at hand are not aired. 
· The site coordinator should assess the progress of the discussion and make sure it moves from framing the issue to problem solving. Listen for repetition. Are the same issues being hashed over repeatedly? Is no new information coming out? The site coordinator may ask, “Have we heard all we need to hear in order to move on to problem solving?” Help the group be specific about what course of action to follow, who is doing what, and how followup will look/occur. 
· Summarize the decisions at the end of the discussion to ensure nothing has been misunderstood.
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