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September 25, 2013

TO:   Mayor Charlie Hales
   Commissioner Nick Fish
   Commissioner Amanda Fritz
   Commissioner Steve Novick
   Commissioner Dan Saltzman
   Paul Scarlett, Director, Bureau of Development Services

SUBJECT:   Audit Report – Residential and Commercial Inspections: Strengthen oversight   
   and management practices; document procedures (Report #420A)

The attached report contains the results of our audit on residential and commercial inspection 
management practices.  These programs inspect industrial, commercial, and residential 
construction.  This helps ensure public safety by verifying compliance with state and local 
construction and land use codes.  For FY 2012-13, the Bureau of Development Services (BDS) 
estimated these programs performed about 90,000 inspections.  

We initiated our audit to assess whether practices were eff ective in administering and overseeing 
those inspection programs.  We found that inspectors are qualifi ed and met continuing 
education requirements, but Bureau managers should implement additional reviews of staff  job 
performance.  We also found that inspectors need a manual to document their practices and link 
their practices to bureau policies, goals, and legal requirements.

We recommend that BDS managers adopt practices to improve timely information sharing 
and accountability, to require annual performance evaluations of Inspections staff , to enhance 
current work to conduct more frequent ride-alongs in the fi eld with inspectors, and to develop a 
procedures manual.   

We ask BDS to provide us with a status report in one year, through the Commissioner-in-Charge, 
detailing the steps taken to address our recommendations in this report.  We appreciate the 
cooperation and assistance we received from BDS staff  as we conducted this audit.

LaVonne Griffi  n-Valade    Audit Team: Drummond Kahn
City Auditor        Kristine Adams-Wannberg
          Janice Richards
Attachment        Martha Prinz

CITY OF PORTLAND
Offi ce of City Auditor LaVonne Griffi n-Valade

Audit Services Division
Drummond Kahn, Director

1221 S.W. 4th Avenue, Room 310, Portland, Oregon  97204
phone: (503) 823-4005  

web: www.portlandoregon.gov/auditor/auditservices
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RESIDENTIAL AND COMMERCIAL 

INSPECTIONS:
Strengthen oversight and management practices; 
document procedures

Summary We audited the Bureau of Development Services (BDS) Commercial 
and Residential Inspections sections to assess whether management 
practices are eff ective for administering those inspection programs.  
BDS works with developers, builders, and homeowners to guide them 
through the development process.  The two sections review indus-
trial, commercial, and residential construction where a City permit 
has been issued.  This is done to ensure public safety by verifying 
the permit holder’s compliance with state and local construction and 
land use codes.  

Both programs have experienced staff  with state certifi cations who 
inspect structural, electrical, plumbing and mechanical work.  Most 
inspection work is done in the fi eld without direct supervision.  Dur-
ing our review, we found: 

  Inspection staff  are qualifi ed and experienced, but because of 
the independent nature of their work, BDS should implement 
additional reviews of the quality of staff  job performance.  

  Inspectors need a procedures manual to document their 
practices and to link those practices to policies, goals, and 
legal requirements. 

  Field supervision reviews have not been the practice, 
although some recently occurred.

  Inspectors met all continuing education requirements to 
maintain state certifi cations.  

We did not conduct the audit due to a specifi c concern about the 
Bureau.  The audit was performed because of the important role that 
BDS inspectors have in ensuring safe construction in the City, and 
because the Bureau has not been the direct focus of an audit for a 



2

Residential and Commercial Inspections

Background

number of years.  It is important to note that this audit is not an as-
sessment of the quality of inspectors’ work.

This report is the fi rst of two audits of BDS. The second audit will ad-
dress the management of expired permits.

The Bureau’s Inspections Services Division inspects industrial, com-
mercial, and residential construction.  The Commercial Inspections 
section performs inspections in all four trade specialties – structural, 
electrical, plumbing and mechanical – on industrial, commercial, and 
multi-family construction projects.  It also provides some plan review 
services for commercial plumbing and electrical permits.  The Resi-
dential Inspections section (also known as Combination Inspections) 
ensures that new and remodeled one and two family residences meet 
building safety codes and requirements.  The goal is for inspectors to 
have certifi cation in all four trade specialties.  According to BDS, this 
allows the program to perform more inspections with fewer staff .  

Figure 1 New residential construction

Source:  Audit Services Division photo

The 36 staff  members who make up these two sections have numer-
ous interactions with the public.  For FY 2012-13, BDS estimates these 
programs performed about 90,000 inspections.  Inspections are done 



3

in the fi eld, so inspectors perform much of their work independently 
and without direct supervision.  Field inspection work requires not 
only appropriate trade certifi cations and knowledge of state and local 
codes and laws, but also that inspectors exercise judgment in their 
decisions.  Inspectors should interact eff ectively with customers in 
order to problem-solve on issues and to provide technical advice and 
assistance to the public on questions about code violations.       

Although much of the inspectors’ work is done independently, 
inspectors still need support from BDS to perform their jobs well.  
Field supervision of and feedback on staff  eff orts, clear policies and 
procedures, and adequate training are key elements to supporting 
good performance.  Underperformance and mistakes could result in 
ineffi  cient, ineff ective, and potentially inequitable services, causing 
frustration for employees, management, and the public, as well as 
possible risks to public safety. 

Some key supervision practices and tools are lacking 

Good supervision of inspectors is important because of the critical 
role inspectors play in helping ensure that buildings are safe.  We 
analyzed BDS’ management practices by evaluating the Commercial 
and Residential Inspection units for the characteristics of an eff ective, 
well-supervised organization.  We found evidence of some, but not 
all, of these positive characteristics in the Inspection units.  We also 
surveyed other cities to provide context to our fi ndings, and found 
some areas where Portland was comparable to other cities’ manage-
ment practices, and other areas where it was diff erent. 

Overall, we found that BDS provides little supervision in the fi eld of 
its inspectors.  BDS inspectors have a good deal of latitude in how 
they carry out their work for a variety of reasons, ranging from the 
nature of the work, to varying management styles, to the lack of re-
sources and technological tools.  Although inspectors may be skilled 
and carry out the technical aspects of their duties competently, the 
Bureau does not have suffi  cient assurance that this is the case.  Prob-
lems with morale may also pose a risk to the Bureau in meeting its 
productivity and quality objectives.  In addition, the Bureau may not 
grow back to its pre-recession staffi  ng levels, making it that much 
more important for managers to ensure that inspectors are operating 
at maximum effi  ciency and eff ectiveness.   

Audit Results
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Residential and Commercial Inspections

Many challenges factor into limited supervision and feedback 

BDS managers told us that overseeing inspections is challenging 
because employees often work on their own in the fi eld.  This con-
clusion was echoed in our interviews with inspection managers in 
other cities.  Moreover, good management practices and meaningful 
feedback are especially important with BDS having fewer resources 
than in the past.  

During the recent recession, revenue and staffi  ng at BDS were sig-
nifi cantly reduced, and managers and inspectors indicated morale 
suff ered as a result.  We encountered diff ering opinions, however, 
about the degree to which morale has improved as the Bureau con-
tinues to recover both revenue and staff . 

Figure 2 BDS staffi  ng (total bureau)

Source:  Adopted Budget documents
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Some staff  members said there are other issues that are challenging 
as well, such as their perception that there is not enough com-
munication between managers and employees and some tensions 
between the union and management.  Although some staff  members 
appear to have higher job satisfaction than others, several inspec-
tors we interviewed expressed the view that morale is an issue.  In 
general, we found managers to be more confi dent that morale was 
improving than inspectors.  We did not assess the extent to which 
cases of low morale were the result of individual employee percep-
tions versus actual organizational conditions.  We note, however, that 
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low morale is a risk to an organization’s eff ectiveness regardless of 
the reasons for the low morale. 

During the course of our audit, staff  and managers told us about a 
variety of issues and conditions we view as posing supervisory chal-
lenges.  These include:  

  Although inspectors are required to notify the Bureau if they 
have any outside employment that may present a confl ict 
of interest, the Bureau does not require inspectors to sign a 
statement indicating no such confl icts exist

  Many inspectors have been working at BDS for many years, 
which while benefi cial to the Bureau in some ways, may also 
contribute to complacency among some inspectors and 
managers  

  Inspectors do not regularly rotate through diff erent 
geographic assignments 

  Managers and staff  are stretched too thin in some cases

  BDS does not have the technological tools available in some 
other jurisdictions.  According to BDS, technology upgrades 
have taken longer than planned 

Especially when considered in combination, these issues and condi-
tions may contribute to insuffi  cient oversight of inspection work 
products and processes, leaving the Bureau and the public vulner-
able.   

Inspectors work mostly alone and have varied approaches

During our audit, we found diff erences in the ways inspectors con-
duct their work.  We concluded that in some cases, inspectors are 
methodical in all aspects of their work, from customer service to 
real-time record keeping.  In other cases, inspectors appeared knowl-
edgeable about technical aspects of their job, but were less attentive 
to issues such as the need for customer communication and the need 
to stay on task throughout the work day.  

One manager told us that there is a divide between the “high per-
formers, those doing 14 or 15 inspections per day, and those . . . 
performing eight or nine.”  The lower performers are sometimes 
already back in the offi  ce when the high performers return to the 
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offi  ce at the end of the day.  After seeing a version of this report, the 
Bureau indicated this does not occur on an ongoing basis.  We con-
clude, however, the discrepancy hinders productivity, and may also 
harm staff  morale.

With limited knowledge of how each inspector spent the day, manag-
ers may end up authorizing overtime pay for after-hours inspections 
that could have been accomplished during business hours. Jobs may 
also end up being held over to the following day, when they could 
have been performed on the assigned day, resulting in wasted public 
resources if other inspections are delayed. This could lead to addi-
tional delays on other projects.  

Procedures documentation is fragmented and does not specify 

how work is evaluated 

The state requires that building inspection programs establish poli-
cies and procedures.  BDS Commercial and Residential Inspections 
units are subject to various state statutes, City Codes, and Bureau 
program guides,1 but there is not a complete, internal procedures 
manual that links the inspection policies and responsibilities together 
in one place.  Manuals should be an internal control that help di-
rect or guide employees in their daily work and link that work with 
broader organizational goals and legal requirements. 

The Commercial and Residential Inspections units are guided by the 
Bureau’s 2005 Employee Handbook.  The document addresses per-
sonnel issues and general expectations for all BDS employees, and 
contains a section about the work of the Inspections unit.  It provides 
some guidance on inspectors’ behavior related to work locations, 
priorities, an alternative inspection program, verifying trade licenses, 
and rules about entering private property. The Bureau plans to up-
date the Handbook in 2013.  

The Handbook is general in nature and covers issues pertaining to 
the entire Bureau.  It is not a comprehensive source for Commercial 
and Residential Inspections units’ procedures.  In addition, the Hand-
book’s Inspections section does not meet some of the best practices 

 1 Program guides provide information on the operation and implementation of bureau 
programs and procedures.
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for well-developed policies to promote eff ective implementation of 
the Commercial and Residential Inspections programs. 

Some key characteristics of well-developed policies are as follows:

  Complete and well written

  Assumptions are clear and explicit

  Linkages made to organizational direction

  Capacity to evaluate outcomes

  Clear accountability

  Follows all appropriate laws

The Handbook makes some of its task assumptions and accountabil-
ity roles for inspectors and managers explicit.  It does not, however, 
directly connect the procedures to Bureau goals, City policies, and 
state requirements the procedures support.  In addition, because the 
Handbook lacks performance metrics, it is unclear how work is to 
be evaluated.  Discussion and interpretation about Bureau practices 
and policies occurs in the Inspections units.  Managers of both units 
indicated they do discuss diff erent interpretations at staff  meetings, 
and also through emails.  

Figure 3 Electrical inspection

Source:  Bureau of Development Services
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High levels of inspector experience could account for the lack of a 
current procedures manual.  Various staff  we interviewed told us that 
inspectors have a great deal of job experience.  Employees who are 
new or are cross-training in another trade learn on the job with a 
more experienced employee, and they develop their own procedures. 
Staff  members said they had not been given a manual, handbook, or 
guide to perform inspections. Some inspectors told us that a manual 
would not be helpful, and that judgment, experience and mentoring 
were more important. 

Insuffi  cient written procedures can create problems for an organi-
zation’s cost eff ectiveness, service consistency, accountability, and 
decision-making.  Staff  members, in particular if they are new, may 
get confused when there are limited written procedures and when 
some experienced staff  develop procedures on their own.  It may 
take more time for employees to fi nd resources to address questions.  
It can also result in errors and inconsistent answers from employee 
to employee.  This can become a perpetuating problem as well, since 
the Inspection units rely primarily on mentoring to train new inspec-
tors on bureau procedures, and direction given through e-mails may 
not always get passed on to new staff .   

Clearly written, readily-available policies help both new and seasoned 
staff  be accountable for their work.  Policies can clearly make the 
connection between procedures and how they support an organiza-
tion’s goals and strategic plan.  A lack of accountability can confuse 
task ownership and performance expectations and can undermine 
public confi dence in the organization when inconsistent services are 
provided.  A manual would be an important resource in training new 
staff , in addition to continuing the mentoring that is in place. 

Inspectors do not receive performance evaluations

According to a City Human Resources Administrative Rule, all employ-
ees should receive at least an annual review of their performance.  
However, additional guidance from the Bureau of Human Resources 
states that performance reviews for union-represented employees are 
guided by the relevant collective bargaining agreement, and if the 
agreement is silent on the issue, a manager or Human Resources can 
help determine when and how to conduct reviews.  
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The union agreement representing BDS inspectors, the District 
Council of Trade Unions (DCTU), specifi es only that employees re-
ceive three written evaluations during the employee’s six month 
probationary period after initial hire.  The Bureau does not provide 
performance evaluations for inspectors once they have passed their 
probationary period.  According to the DCTU contract, once an in-
spector has completed their probationary period, “private discussions, 
evaluations or counseling may be used to review or evaluate em-
ployee performance or conduct and are not considered disciplinary 
action [and]…, are intended to acknowledge employee performance, 
identify standards of performance and behavior, and should result 
in reviewing employee progress in meeting identifi ed standards of 
performance and behavior.”  Labor relations staff  assigned to BDS 
concurred with our analysis of the contract – that it does not prevent 
BDS from providing employee evaluations beyond the probationary 
period.  

Bureau managers and Human Resources told us that they would like 
the Bureau to conduct regular performance evaluations.  BDS report-
ed that a pilot program to do evaluations on a voluntary basis had 
been tried for a few years.  Not many staff  participated.  They also 
informed us that there had been internal discussions about how best 
to do the evaluations, and that they did not know if all inspectors 
would welcome the change.  

During our audit work, we learned that all of the other cities we sur-
veyed provided their inspectors with annual performance evaluations 
beyond the probationary period. Of the four cities we surveyed, three 
had unionized inspectors.

Figure 4 Performance evaluation requirements

Source:  Audit Services interviews with Portland and other jurisdictions
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Constructive feedback to employees is an important part of ensuring 
that an organization is striving to meet its objectives.  Individualized 
feedback can also be an important component in helping employ-
ees achieve their professional development goals.  With many BDS 
inspectors being years removed from their probationary evaluations, 
employees may not have received feedback on their performance 
for several years.  Fortunately, there is nothing preventing annual 
employee evaluations, and BDS should actively pursue implementing 
them.

BDS lacks technological-based tools as compared to some other 

Oregon cities 

BDS is slated to upgrade its approximately ten-year-old permit track-
ing system in the next few years, through the Information Technology 
Advancement Project (ITAP) system.  Among other improvements, 
ITAP is expected to facilitate real-time information on inspectors’ 
locations, as well as improve inspectors’ ability to log in and enter 
inspection details from in the fi eld.  BDS managers told us that a 
current limitation on entering detailed inspection information in the 
fi eld – due to incomplete information on a permit’s history – is likely 
to improve with ITAP.  

As part of our audit work, we also surveyed other Oregon cities about 
inspectors’ use of technology in the fi eld.  In two of the four cities 
we surveyed, inspectors are issued electronic tablets for their use in 
the fi eld.  In one other city, inspectors are issued laptops, and in an 
additional city, inspectors use their own personal tablets.  In Portland, 
inspectors are issued cell phones and can use them to enter some 
inspection results in the fi eld.

Figure 5 Technology used and data timelines

Source:  Audit Services interviews with Portland and other jurisdictions
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In three of the four cities we surveyed, inspectors are required to 
enter data in the fi eld immediately after the inspection using a City-
issued laptop or tablet.  In one city, although some inspectors carry 
their own tablets, inspection results are recorded on paper and the 
results are entered into the inspector’s computer at the end of day.  
In Portland, it is up to each inspector whether to use their cell phone 
to enter as much detail about the inspection results as they can in 
the fi eld or wait until the end of the day, at which point they can 
batch-enter as much detail as possible into their phones while they 
are still in the fi eld, or wait and enter complete inspection results into 
their offi  ce computer.  

Some current BDS 

eff orts will help future 

supervision

Managers have started ride-alongs with inspectors

During our initial audit work, we found that Bureau managers were 
not conducting “ride-alongs” with inspectors, although managers dis-
cussed plans to do so.  A ride-along is when a manager accompanies 
an inspector during their inspection work to observe how the work is 
being performed.  According to the Bureau, the ride-alongs will help 
managers monitor for compliance with standards, as well as allow 
managers to review inspectors for consistency in code application 
and meeting minimum standards for eff ective inspections.

During our audit, some managers in the Inspections Division started 
doing ride-alongs with inspectors to get fi rsthand experience of how 
inspectors perform their jobs.  BDS managers also told us that ride-
alongs will provide employee feedback as well.  One manager said 
that some ride-alongs should be done without prior notice to inspec-
tors.   

BDS managers developed a preliminary ride-along checklist to ad-
dress general topic areas, such as whether the inspector is wearing an 
identifi cation badge, driving safely, treating customers courteously, 
and leaving a permit card at the jobsite.  According to BDS, the next 
step will be to develop checklists that are more focused on compli-
ance with code.  That phase of the ride-alongs might be performed 
by senior inspectors. 

During our audit work, we learned that two of the four cities we sur-
veyed conduct ride-alongs with inspectors.
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Inspectors Met Training Requirements

We reviewed City inspector certifi cation and continuing education 
(CE) records to determine whether they met state and professional 
requirements.  These requirements are that licensed inspectors obtain 
a minimum of 16 hours of CE every three years, that they take code-
change courses when needed, and that local government building 
departments maintain appropriate record-keeping of inspector 
certifi cations and education.  We also reviewed BDS’ record-keeping 
for inspector certifi cations and CE hours, and inquired about training 
opportunities provided for inspectors.  The BDS processes to provide, 
record, and track inspector training ensure that BDS and its inspectors 
remain compliant with state and other licensing and record-keeping 
requirements.  

We tested a sample of Residential and Commercial inspectors and 
found that all were appropriately certifi ed and current in their CE 
hours.  We also found that BDS’ process for tracking and maintaining 
record of inspector certifi cations met state record-keeping require-
ments.  BDS administrative staff  use a database to store inspector 
certifi cation, training, education, and other detailed information.  
Bureau management, administrative, and inspection staff  use reports 
from this database to monitor inspector education and compliance 
with the Oregon Building Codes Division and the International Code 
Council’s (ICC) certifi cation and continuing education requirements.  

BDS provides training opportunities for inspectors to ensure they 
meet state, ICC, and City training requirements.  Training includes 
classes related to code changes as well as communication and other 
customer-service skills needed to eff ectively perform their jobs.

Figure 6 Supervision through fi eld observations

Source:  Audit Services interviews with Portland and other jurisdictions
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Recommendations We found insuffi  cient oversight, management practices, and 
documentation of procedures in BDS’ Commercial and Residential 
Inspections units.  Improvement in these areas will help the sections 
better achieve their program objectives now and in the future.  Based 
on our work, we recommend the Commissioner-in-Charge, through 
the Bureau of Development Services take the following steps: 

1. Adopt practices to improve timely information sharing 

and accountability.  

 For example, Inspections managers could share program 
performance information with staff  regularly, and inspectors 
could be required to enter inspection results immediately 
following each inspection.  In addition, inspectors’ 
assignments could be rotated on a regular basis, and 
inspectors could be required to sign a confl ict of interest 
policy.  

  

2. Develop procedure manuals for the Commercial and 

Residential Inspections units.

 Although the Bureau has policies in place, procedures tend 
to be in scattered locations or dependent on employee 
knowledge.  Since almost half the Bureau will be eligible 
to retire within the next fi ve years, the Commercial and 
Residential Inspections units should develop a resource of 
internal procedures.  These procedures should include the 
following characteristics:

 • Be complete and well written

 • Provide clear and explicit assumptions

 • Connect to organizational direction

 • Provide capacity to evaluate outcomes

 • Establish clear accountability of roles

 • Follow all appropriate laws
  

3. Require BDS managers to perform annual performance 

evaluations of Inspections staff , and use the results of 

these evaluations to establish individual goals for each 

inspector.   

 These should also be used to achieve performance objectives, 
equitable inspector workloads, and customer service 
expectations at a program level.
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4. Enhance current work to do frequent ride-alongs with 

inspectors on a regular basis, both scheduled and 

impromptu.

   This will help ensure that inspectors are doing their jobs 
consistently by checking the adequacy and accuracy of 
inspectors’ implementation of policies and procedures.  
Ride-alongs will also provide assurance that inspectors 
attend to the customer service aspects of their jobs and 
will help provide feedback to management from inspectors.  
These observations should be integrated into the annual 
performance evaluation.

The objective of this audit was to assess whether BDS management 
practices are eff ective for administering its inspection programs.  We 
focused our scope on the Commercial and Residential Inspections 
sections of the Bureau of Development Services.  We reviewed profes-
sional code titles, state and local regulations, and Bureau policies and 
procedures.  We reviewed Bureau revenues, expenditures, and staff -
ing trends.  We also reviewed BDS goals and performance, customer 
survey results, and risk management claim summary reports.  

We evaluated current management practices and feedback loops 
on staff  performance.  We assessed the programs’ use of manage-
ment information.  We also compared some of the Commercial and 
Residential Inspection sections’ performance assessment practices 
with those from other Oregon cities -- Beaverton, Eugene, Gresham, 
and Hillsboro.  We performed this comparison to establish whether 
Portland’s supervision practices were similar to other jurisdictions 
performing inspections under the same state regulations. 

We tested whether BDS inspectors were current in their state-man-
dated continuing education requirements.  We also reviewed whether 
BDS provided suffi  cient opportunities for inspectors to obtain the 
training required to maintain their certifi cations.  

Objectives, scope and 

methodology
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We interviewed management and staff  in BDS.  We also observed BDS 
Commercial and Residential Inspectors in the fi eld performing inspec-
tion work.  

This report is the fi rst of two audits of BDS. The second audit will ad-
dress the management of expired permits.

We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally 
accepted government auditing standards.  Those standards require 
that we plan and perform the audit to obtain suffi  cient, appropriate 
evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our fi ndings and conclu-
sions based on our audit objectives.  We believe that the evidence 
obtained provides a reasonable basis for our fi ndings and conclusions 
based on our audit objectives. 
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This report is intended to promote the best possible management of public resources.   
This and other audit reports produced by the Audit Services Division are available for view-
ing on the web at:  www.portlandoregon.gov/auditor/auditservices.  Printed copies can be 
obtained by contacting the Audit Services Division.

Audit Services Division  

Offi  ce of the City Auditor

1221 SW 4th Avenue, Room 310

Portland, Oregon  97204

503-823-4005

www.portlandoregon.gov/auditor/auditservices
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