Call Taking

Unlike face-to-face conversations, dispatchers have only sounds to evaluate a situation and process it, sometimes very quickly, in order to perform the job. Consequently, our voice intonations (the words we use) and the manner in which we speak provide the only means for a caller to evaluate our performance and decide whether or not to trust us and follow our directions.
All {PSAP} personnel shall strive to express themselves clearly, courteously and without prejudice while on the phone. All conversations are recorded through Voice Print and could be used in criminal, civil or the court of public opinion as in when calls are released through the media. Do not minimize or exaggerate any situation.

Our responsibility is to get complete and accurate information and relay that to the responding units.

6 Ws:

1. WHERE is or did the incident occur? This is the most important information we need. Without it, we are unable to send anyone to those who are in need of help.
2. WHEN did this happen? This may change the priority of the incident.
3. WHAT happened? Type of crime.
4. WHO is involved? How many and is the RP a victim and/or witness?
5. WEAPONS mentioned, displayed or used? Always document the answer in the CAD call.
6. WHY/HOW? If there is time to obtain this information, it can be valuable in providing evidence.

Phone Techniques
1. Ideally, the phone should be answered within two rings.

2. Be firm, but polite. Listen to the caller until you have a basic understanding of the problem and then ask specific questions necessary for the call type.

3. Sense the need of the caller and direct the conversation in the direction of meaningful context. Many callers will want to start the story from the beginning, even when the beginning started several years prior.  A way to redirect them is to ask, “How may I help you today?” Get the call back to the present. As a rule of thumb: allow the caller to talk uninterrupted as long as you are getting quality information.
4. Speak at a moderate rate of speech, neither too quickly to misunderstood or too slowly as to create more stress for the caller.
5. Speak at a normal voice volume level. If the call taker sounds excited this can be passed onto the caller causing more stress. Speak in a calm, decisive and confident tone. Sometimes lowering your voice when a caller is agitated will bring their tone down as well.
6. Ask pertinent questions. Confirm the address as soon as possible. Never confirm by giving the address to the caller and asking if it is correct; rather, ask the caller to provide the address information. The call taker should be doing most of the talking. 

7. Display an interest in the caller. Avoid voice inflections indicating boredom, hostility, disbelief, etc.
8. Do not make judgments or promises. Do not utilize any phrase which would indicate that “someone will be there in a few minutes.” Or for any reason, do not create an expectation of immediate service.
9. Note the caller’s name and use it when possible. A person’s favorite word is their name. It also may help to refocus someone who is agitated or excited and often allows the call taker to regain control.
10. If the caller is ignoring or not answering a question, repetitive persistence sometimes works. You may need to ask the same question in a different way or keep asking the question until you get an answer.
11. Avoid using police language: “Is the person drunk?” is better than asking, “Is the person DK?” Most callers do not understand the lingo.
12. Do not argue with the caller. If they are not accepting of what you say, have an officer contact them. If they seem to have a conflict with you, have another dispatcher or shift supervisor speak with the caller.
13. As officer and firefighter safety are paramount, so is the safety of the citizens. Always, if appropriate, ask if they are safe and out of danger. If not, see that they get to a safe location.
14. With very few exceptions, KEEP CALLERS REPORTING VIOLENT AND IN-PROGRESS CRIMES ON THE PHONE UNTIL EITHER THE OFFICERS ARRIVE OR THE OFFICERS SAY THAT IT IS OKAY TO DISCONNECT. The caller is the “eyes” for the responding officers. If the caller needs to get to a safe location, have them set the phone down and continue to monitor the situation through the open line.
15. If the caller is too hysterical to provide any details, speak with another person if you are able to do so.

16. If a person on scene seems to be aggressive or a personal danger to themselves, it may benefit the caller (victim) if the caller taker speaks directly to the aggressor. It can often diffuse the situation by diverting the aggressor’s attention.

17. At times, it may be appropriate to ask to speak directly with the complainant instead of getting information second hand from a friend, relative or other party who doesn’t have direct knowledge of the situation.

18. Any complaints regarding police officers should be forwarded to a patrol supervisor. Dispatch should not give opinions to the public regarding an officer’s conduct.
