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Background on Strategic Planning in Vermont
Vermont began its statewide strategic planning process in 1998, when the Center for Crime Victim Services (CCVC) received its Victim Services 2000 grant from the Office for Victims of Crime (OVC), U.S. Department of Justice. Its multi-stage approach to strategic planning included the following:

• Hiring a Victim Services 2000 Project Director, who spent nine months going around the state and interviewing “anyone involved with victim services.  She conducted informal needs assessments that focused on the needs of both crime victims and those who serve them, which resulted in the development of an initial plan.

• Concurrently, OVC brought together the Project Directors from its (then) four Victim Services 2000 projects in Denver, CO to discuss strategic planning strategies (which all differed significantly from each other, reflecting the basic differences in the four sites).

• The Vermont Attorney General convened a 40-member Advisory Group to develop a project overview; discuss Victim Services 2000 grant requirements; obtain initial input and ideas for project implementation; and discuss needs assessments.

The Vermont Center for Justice Research worked with VS 2000 to conduct a statewide survey of victim advocates to identify their needs.  A private firm was hired to conduct a telephonic survey of 200 victims whose cases were adjudicated in 1997. In addition, two focus groups were conducted to help identify victims’ most salient needs, with an emphasis on the needs of victims in rural jurisdictions.

VS 2000 then developed a draft of a two-tiered plan:

• Tier 1 involved state-level agencies to create a statewide mission, vision and goals for strategic planning and implementation, with priorities developed in conjunction with local programs.

When the process of bringing together participants in the 40-member Advisory Group became “unwieldy,” the Project identified eight key players who went together to a national “Collaboration in Criminal Justice” conference sponsored by the Center for Effective Public Policy in Washington, D.C.  The team spent three days together “having hard conversations about a vision for victim services that we could all agree upon.”  The eight-member team continued to meet for nine months, and developed a vision, mission and five goals around which the Victim Services 2000 project could be organized (which were closely aligned with the goals from the OVC-sponsored “New Directions from the Field” book published in 1998).  These goals were presented to the 40-member Advisory Group for revision and concurrence.

• Tier 2 involved:

 Outreach to victims and service providers in three counties to identify their needs, and obtain input about how to “close gaps in services.”  Since the three counties were different in geography and other aspects, the results were also different.

 In Burlington, meetings with victim service providers and restorative justice professionals resulted in the identification of a need for “victim service providers in restorative justice programming,” which the CCVC then funded.

 In Windham County – where there is a large Deaf community – a “Deaf access to justice” team was created to provide comprehensive services to deaf victims.  Team members included law enforcement, victim service providers, court representatives, and representatives from the Deaf community.

 In Caledonia County, the Caledonia Community Justice Center – described as a “jumping off place” for victim services needs assessment and planning – was eventually replaced with a multidisciplinary community partnership.

Goals and Objectives for Strategic Planning
While no “formal” goals and objectives were developed, VS 2000  staff -- working on the projects outlined above --  tried to find out “identified needs of local victims and service providers” which emanated from the survey processes to instruct the planning process. While the formal goals were being developed, each staff member “had general goals that related to their areas to approach identified statewide problems.”

The “New Directions from the Field” goals that provided a framework for Vermont were analyzed in terms of:

• What to do in the next year.

• What were “best practices” for the field (both in Vermont and those identified from other states in “New Directions”)?

• What was already being done in Vermont that mirrored recommendations from “New Directions.”

Key Players in Planning Strategic Planning Processes
The core leadership in strategic planning was provided by the eight key players identified above, which included representatives from:

1. Statewide domestic violence and sexual assault coalition (the “major source of victim service providers in Vermont”).

2. Office of the States Attorneys and Sheriffs (which house victim service professionals at the county level).

3. Department of Corrections Victim Services Program.

4. Social/Rehabilitation Services (which sponsor Reparative Panels for Juveniles) – this participant also has excellent planning skills.

5. Office of the Court Administrator (the needs assessment identified that this office was “not serving victims” and “didn’t see a need to work with victims” – so its representative was included as part of the core leadership group).

6. Byrne Fund Administrator from the State Police.

7. Center for Crime Victim Services

8. Victim/survivor representative.

The Project also created a “Victim/Survivor of Crime Council,” which was “not easy because the Project wanted to avoid ‘tokenism’ in victim representation.”  The victim/survivor representative needed planning skills or interest in the goals of the Project, one of which was “translating the language and process of the system” so that they could be easily understood by victims and survivors.  The original victim/survivor identified for the core group ended up recommending a replacement whom she felt was more appropriate for the Project and its mission.

Key Players in Implementing the Strategic Planning Process
At every gathering related to the Project, i.e., presentations, focus groups, interviews, training programs, the Project asked “who are we missing?”  “Who has contact with or an impact on crime victims in Vermont?”  This process was described as “a tree that branched out more and more” that resulted in the Project “casting a wider net” at every opportunity.  Some of the “new branches” that might not otherwise have been identified included the Area Agencies on Aging; the Council of Vermont Elders, and TRIAD.

Strategic Processes Utilized in Strategic Planning Efforts
A number of strategic processes were utilized, including:

• Oral interviews.

• Two structured surveys (see Appendix A for findings from the statewide survey of Vermont residents).

• Focus groups.

• Many personal interviews with victim service providers about their experiences in serving victims.

• A professional facilitator to guide the strategic planning process.

• The process of participating in the “Collaboration in Criminal Justice” symposium sponsored by the Center for Effective Public Policy.

• Working with a trained facilitator at each “Work Group” and “Advisory Group” meeting

Outcomes from Strategic Planning Processes
Outcomes in Vermont included the following:

• The identification of underserved victim populations and development of new services to meet their needs (i.e., victims with disabilities)

• Significant feedback about stated needs from respondents (the top “stated need” was more training).

The outcomes helped develop a strategic work plan with time lines.  When the work plan was implemented, many/most participants in the strategic planning process were involved (i.e., they attended training programs that were a direct result of their recommendations and input).

Evaluation of the Strategic Planning Process
An evaluation survey was sent to all participants.  Since the “original network was so wide, not everyone knew exactly what came out of the process.”

Additional evaluation initiatives were conducted by Professor Sue Roche, from the University of Vermont School of Social Work, who interviewed victim access project participants; and Caliber (through a contract with the Office for Victims of Crime.

Barriers to the Strategic Planning Process
Prior to Victim Services 2000, Vermont had no statewide network of general victim services, i.e.,  “Calling them together ‘because we wanted to’ was not a good impetus.”  

In reaching out to local victim service providers and crime victims, “as much as we tried to be collaborative and sensitive to people at the local level, there was a perception that ‘you are coming in here telling us what to do’.”  There was also a perception that “this is a group with money and time to come up with ideas to force on people.”

It became clear that many strategic planning participants in Vermont did not know the Project sponsors, and did not know what Victim Services 2000 was.  A simple result of this was putting “Center for Crime Victim Services” and “Victim Services 2000" on the same letterhead.

Vermont recommends having clearly stated “goals, objectives, structure, and authority” spelled out at the beginning of strategic planning processes.

Benefits of the Strategic Planning Process
The eight key players involved in the planning process “grew as a group together” and determined that “as we are growing, how could the agencies we represent also grow?”  Members of this core group determined it was “my job to bring it back to my network and the organizations I represent.”  Throughout the planning process, “assumptions and attitudes about who everyone was and their roles in victim services” changed, and they realized their value as “conduits to others we represent.”

Other benefits from the strategic planning process included:

• Building a closer relationship with the Department of Corrections and its victim services.  The Center utilized VOCA funds to initially fund a Victim Services Director and one other position (with the understanding that the DOC would eventually make these positions an agency line item).  An excellent outcome is that the DOC funded five Victim Service Coordinator positions out of its own budget.

• The Project’s mission statement and goals received “buy-in” from agency directors from key statewide agencies that related to victim services, with “written commitment from the top.”

• The “jewel in the crown” is the Vermont Victim Assistance Academy.

• New training programs have been developed and implemented for members of the faith community, law enforcement, and crime victims with disabilities.

• The Project determined that it was not only important to “get the public to know about available victim services; we needed to know about each other first.”  This recognition resulted in cross-training and the creation of a statewide resource directory of victim services.  In addition, an “immensely popular tiered brochure” about victims’ rights and services, including contact information, was developed that offers a “one stop summary” of victim assistance in Vermont.

• New positions for victim assistance have been created.

• A quarterly newsletter that highlights victim services across the state is now published.

• Victim services are much more integrated than before the project started. It was noted that,  “Before, everyone was on their own track; now, we are together.” And the previous “tracks” are now working together on general victim issues: “We see ourselves as one big family.”

• Participants in the strategic planning process are all involved in the planning and implementation of an “all advocate statewide conference” (which was never held before this process began).

• Other victim-specific coalitions have modeled the Project’s Victim/Survivor Council, and the Center has provided technical assistance in how to develop and implement this approach.

• The strategic planning process has, itself, become a model for other Vermont coalitions to replicate.

• The process identified the need for standards for the provision of victim services (which are currently under development).

Appendix A

I. Executive Summary

· Jim Fong and Associates conducted a public awareness study on victim’s rights of 605 randomly selected Vermont households.  The study was conducted during the first two weeks of December 1999 and has a margin of error of plus or minus 3%.

· Seven awareness questions were asked regarding victim’s rights awareness.  Demographically, correctly answering the seven awareness questions is best modeled by whether children were present in the household and by age.  The average respondent answered 3.2 questions correctly.

· Survey respondents were aware (62%) that victims have the right to express their views to the court regarding sentencing.  There are slight differences on awareness of this right by newspaper readership (those that read the newspaper regularly versus those that did not).

· Survey respondents were aware (58%) that victims have a right to be informed when the defendant is released on probation or is out on furlough.  There were significant differences to this question by level of education and gender.

· Survey respondents were aware (57%) that victims have the right to case information such as the case’s status, access to public documents, and hearing dates.  There were differences in awareness of this right based on education level and marital status. 

· Survey respondents were generally aware (55%) that victims have the right to restitution for uninsured losses that are a direct result of the crime.  Households with children tended to be more aware of this right.

· Awareness that the State of Vermont has a program that provides assistance to victims with losses, such as assisting with medical bills, counseling, and funeral expenses is low (27%).  Younger (18 to 24 years) and older (65+ years) survey respondents were less aware compared to others surveyed.

· Awareness that the State’s Attorney’s Office in Vermont has a Victim’s Assistance Program is moderately low at 46%.  Younger and older respondents tended to be less aware compared to others.  In addition, some differences in awareness on the program are noted based on education level, the presence of children in the household, and on television viewership.

· The majority of survey respondents (53%) correctly answer the question on whether victims of crimes committed by juveniles received the same rights as victims of crimes committed by adult offenders.  However, there were slight differences of awareness based on geography and education.

· Survey respondents were able to state one of the five most frequent crimes in Vermont.  However, most could not answer two or more of the five crimes.  There also appears to be a great deal of confusion regarding what some of these crimes may be.

· The majority of respondents were aware of local support to victims of domestic violence (65%).  This differed based on age, education, the presence of children in the household, gender, and some media.

· Compared to awareness of local support for victims of domestic violence, awareness is lower than expected of local support services for victims of sexual assault (45%).  There are differences based on age, education, marital status, and whether there are children in the household.

· Awareness of support services for victims of alcohol-related car crashes is low at 26%.

· Awareness of support services for surviving families of homicide or other violent crimes is very low at 11%.  There are some differences in awareness based on gender and education.

· Most survey respondents would refer a person being stalked to the police (84%).

· Eighteen percent of those surveyed consider themselves a victim or a close family member to a victim.  Of this group, nearly two-thirds state that the crime was committed against them.  Three-out-of-ten victims surveyed were satisfied with the criminal justice system while slightly more than one-half were not.  Of this group that was not satisfied, some suggested improving communication, police interaction or reporting, or that the victim often gets less rights than the accused.

· Eight-out-of-ten (81%) felt that the victim of a crime committed by a juvenile should get the same rights as victims of crimes committed by adult offenders.  There were some differences of opinion based on education level and amount of television watched.

· On average, survey respondents watched two hours of television per day and listened to two hours of radio per day.  Eighty-five percent read newspapers fairy or very often.  When asked what type of media would best reach them, respondents gave a wide range of responses.  However, while traditional media was the most popular answer, other efforts such as word-of-mouth and Internet advertising were also suggested.  

II. Recommendations

· A public awareness campaign using traditional media should be considered.  A focus toward common facts, in addition to support services, should be considered.  The general public may be over-conditioned via the media on violent crimes.  Some support services (those with low awareness yet high importance) need higher levels of marketing or public relations attention than others.

· A word-of-mouth effort directed at community leaders, support services, and local media should be considered.  Collateral such as brochures, pamphlets, posters, and information packets should be developed to support this effort.  In addition, speaker material could be developed for local leaders to communicate the message.  Regarding this localized word-of-mouth effort, VCCVS should consider a target approach in key areas where word-of-mouth could grow.  For example, major population areas such as Burlington, Montpelier, St. Johnsbury, Rutland, Bennington, and Brattleboro should be addressed first and with a level of sufficiency that would permit the word to spread is strongly encouraged.

· A targeted approached should be addressed to various demographic groups.  For example, younger and older audiences, if relevant to the campaign, are often less aware than other age groups in this study.  In addition, while the older population is often not a focus of many types of campaigns, the younger populations are often more at risk and even less aware of many rights as this study suggests
.  Older populations may also be viewed as important populations to inform, especially in light of the significant number of fraud cases with older persons as victims
.  Lower income populations are less aware of available programs and that victims of juvenile crimes do not have the same rights as crimes committed by adults.  Targeted approaches to inform this audience of programs could be easily done through other organizations and specific media.

· VCCVS should explore ways to improve the communication system of the Vermont criminal justice system or to inform relevant stakeholders that many victims of crime are dissatisfied with communication issues or police interaction and communication issues.

III. Overview

The Vermont Center for Crime Victim Services (VCCVS) commissioned Jim Fong and Associates and affiliated subcontractors to conduct a pre-campaign survey on public awareness of crime victim service issues.  Jim Fong was the lead analyst and project manager for the study.  He commissioned Diagnostics Plus, a national marketing research firm, to survey 605 randomly selected residents of Vermont.  The study has a margin of error of plus or minus 3% and was conducted during the first two weeks of December 1999.

The survey was designed as a joint effort of Mr. Fong and staff from VCCVS.  A copy of the survey can be found in Appendix I of the report.  A pre-test was conducted prior to full data collection and, as a result, minor changes were made to the survey instrument.

This study serves as a benchmark prior to a major public education campaign.  It is expected that in approximately one year, a follow-up study will be conducted.  As a result, few changes to the instrument are anticipated for future surveys.

� The study suggests that younger populations have a lower level awareness across many questions compared to other groups studied.
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