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“Public Safety, this is Gina.”

“Yes, this is Mrs. Ruth Hepperstien Markos calling, and
you need to send the SWAT team over to Ramsey Drive right
away.”

“Mrs. Markos, where on Ramsey Drive do we need to send
the SWAT team?”

“5624, and hurry because Jerry Garcia is there and he has
tied my mother up in the wine cellar,

and I'm afraid for her because he’s the bionic man, and he
had turned bad and ...”

“Mrs. Markos, what is the phone number youre calling
from?”

“I'm calling from 555/123-5545 in San Diego, and I heard
my mother crying in the distance telling me to call you.”

“OK, Mrs. Markos, what is your mother’s name?”

Like it or not, challenging calls are a fact of life in public safety
communications. Ask any public safety telecommunicator
about challenging calls they've handled, and they’ll likely have
plenty of stories to tell. Be prepared for the storyteller to exhib-
it signs of frustration. The same emotions they felt during the
call may come back with a vengeance as they relive the event.

I CoONTINUING DisPATCH EDUCATION

The key to successfully handling these calls is learning how
to communicate effectively and how to handle the stress these
calls may bring. This means learning how to:

* Begin the call with the right attitude;

e FEstablish and maintain control of the call;

¢ Realize that you determine the outcome of the call; and

* Deal with any stress a call may bring as soon as possible.

After getting off a call, have you ever caught yourself saying,
“It didn’t matter what I said; that guy was a jerk”? Have you
considered that words aren’t the only way to deliver a mes-
sage? Your tone is just as important.

Beginning the call with the right attitude can determine
how it will end. You never know who will be on the other
end of the line or what their problem is, so you must be pre-
pared for anything. What we say and how we say things mat-
ter a great deal. If you answer with a huff or speak so quickly
that auctioneers try to recruit you, your interaction will not
be successful, which can lead to frustration. By answering
every call with a smile (yes, you can hear a smile) and a con-
fident, polite and professional tone, you set the stage for a
successful interaction.
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Set the Tone

Establishing & Maintaining
Control

Ifs important to establish and maintain
control from the beginning of the call.
This may be the only contact the caller
has with 9-1-1 and their impression of
emergency services directly correlates
with how they were treated by the
telecommunicator. The caller won't feel
threatened by a confident telecom-
municator prepared to help, not argue.

Use the person’s name, especially if the
caller has been or must be placed on hold.
This will reassure the caller that they
have not been forgotten. Never make
light of a callers situation. Maintain a
business-like attitude even if a situation
seems humorous. People with mental ill-
ness are not to be used as part of your
revelry for the day. Do not use jokes or
funny stories to illustrate a point. The
caller may not share your sense of humor
and might be offended. If the caller com-
ments the situation is funny or odd, you
might agree, but use caution and never
make a caller feel foolish.

Refrain from using industry jargon
with the caller. The caller may not give the
desired response if they dont understand
the question. Also, don’t assume a caller’s
words mean the same as industry jargon
(e.g., robbery vs. burglary), and don't try
to educate the caller about what they
should be reporting. Ask proper ques-
tions to determine what happened and
process the call accordingly.

Dontt let the 9-1-1 caller keep you from
asking the appropriate questions (where,
what, when and who). If an emergency
response is unwarranted or if you deter-
mine you cannot provide service to the
caller, provide a brief explanation and
politely terminate the call. Explanations
may include department policy or that
another agency handles that type of
response. Never say, “We cant do that.”
Tell the caller what you can do, and direct
them to the proper resource.

During the conversation, pay close
attention to what the caller is trying to
convey. Concentrate on the call, and take
nothing for granted. This may require
multitasking if you are short-staffed that
day or if you work for a smaller agency
and have to dispatch as well as answer
phones. If at all possible, do not divide

your attention, because you may miss

something very important. For example,
a caller may say, “No, I dont want the
police to come. I'm all right.” But if it’s
said in a quiet, demure tone and you hear
someone screaming and cursing loudly
in the background, then the words con-
flict with the true message. Because we
dont have the luxury of face-to-face
communication, an inattentive calltaker
might take the caller at their word instead
of sending the proper response.

Maintaining control of the call will
help you obtain necessary information in
the least amount of time. Talkative or
insistent callers are difficult to question,
and it may take longer to handle the call.
The caller usually knows what occurred,
but not how to report it. Is up you to
direct the caller’s knowledge into mean-
ingful answers. You might say, “Slow
down for a moment, and let me ask you
some questions,” or “Take a deep breath
sir [maam], and let me ask you some
questions.” Anything that will mo-
mentarily divert the caller but lets them
know you are there to help assists in
maintaining control.

Avoid asking several questions in a row
before the caller has a chance to answer.
This will confuse the caller and won’t
achieve the desired result. Questions
should obtain relevant information and
should maintain flow without interrup-
tion. If the pause is too long or you are
distracted, control will be lost. If a pause
is required to enter a lengthy narrative,
tell the caller whats happening: “Just a
moment, I'm entering this information
in the computer.”

Unmet expectations are frustrating,
and because you, not the caller, deter-
mine the outcome on the basis of your
training, experience and resources, you
must tell the caller what to expect before
you terminate the call. Is a fire or an EMS
response on the way? Will a police officer
come out or call? If you begin the call
with the right attitude, and establish and
maintain control of the conversation, the
result should be a successful conclusion.

Specific Types of
Challenging Calls
Hysterical callers: 1f a caller is highly
upset or hysterical, speak in a calm,
competent, decisive tone of voice. The
calmness and decisiveness you display



may be sufficient to make the caller feel
someone is taking control of the situa-
tion. If necessary, use persistent repeti-
tion. Repeat your request each time in
the same way. Example: “Where are
you? Tell me where you are so I can help
you. ... Where are you? Tell me where
you are so I can help you.” Stay firm
and in charge.

Focus on the big picture. Highly
emotional people tend to focus on the
details rather than the big picture. Stay
away from insignificant details.

Abusive callers: These callers may try
to put you on the defensive. If youre
drawn in, the caller may take advantage
of it. Immediately comply with requests
in a calm, confident tone and offer to
connect the caller to a supervisor, if
necessary. Often, a sincere apology for a
misunderstanding or other discrepancy
will satisfy the caller and put the con-
versation back on track. Don’t feel
defensive about admitting a mistake.
Apologize and continue helping them
with their problem.

You're not expected to tolerate pro-
fanity or verbal abuse from callers and
should not be profane or verbally abu-
sive back. If the caller is abusive and
there is no constructive interaction,
refer the caller to a supervisor. If a citi-
zen complains about the handling of
their call, your words and tone of voice
could have a dramatic effect on the out-
come of the investigation.

Chronic callers: These callers typically
fall into one of two categories: known
and anonymous. Both can be challeng-
ing to deal with in a busy communica-
tions center.

For known chronic callers, you must
handle each call on its own merit, even
those from persons who call frequently
with non-dispatch incidents. Never dis-
count a call just because its from a
known chronic caller. Remember,
there’s always a chance that this call may
involve a legitimate emergency. Always
ask the appropriate questions to deter-
mine the situation. If the caller does not
need a public safety response, politely
terminate the call.

Below are examples of poor and good
calltaking techniques for handling
known chronic callers.

Scenario: “Jenny” is a known chronic

caller. She has trouble sleeping at
night and, in the eyes of the tele-
communicator, usually calls at the
worst possible time. Here’s one way
the call might be handled:

“9-1-1. Where is your emergency?”

“Hello, this is Jenny.”

“Jenny, what do you need? We're really
busy here.”

“Oh, I want someone to watch my
house because you know how my
neighborhood ...”

“Jenny, do you need an officer to
come to your house?”

“Oh, no, I dont want anything like
that. See, I have so much trouble with
the people in this neighborhood and ...”

“Goodbye Jenny [click].”

Following her call, Jenny does not
have an understanding of what will
happen, so she calls back.

“9-1-1. What do you need Jenny?”

“Hello, this is Jenny. I just wanted to
make sure that ...”

“Jenny, were really busy. Do you
need police or fire or an ambulance?”

“lI need someone to watch my
house.”

“Jenny, I dont have time for this
[click].”

Lets examine an example of another
way the call might be handled:

“9-1-1. Where is your emergency?”

“Hello. This is Jenny.”

“Hello, Jenny. Where is your
emergency?”

“Will you watch my house?”

“Where is your house?”

“You oughta know; I call you all the
time.”

“Can you confirm your address for
me?”

“Sure, child. It’s 1234 Lincoln St. I
don’t want him to come to the door. 'm
in my pajamas.”

“What phone number are you calling
from?”

“Oh, honey, dont you know it by
now?”

“I would like to make sure the infor-
mation is correct; can I have your
phone number, Jenny?”

“Well, OK: 123-4567.”

“Thank you. Who don’t you want
coming to the door?”

“The nice policeman. I dont want
him to see me like this.”
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Set the Tone

“Are you OK? Do you need any medical attention or a
police report?”

“No. I just want them to drive by like they do.”

“OK, Jenny. I'll let the officer know you called.”

“Oh, thank you so much. I feel better now.”

“Youre welcome. Goodbye.”

In this call, the telecommunicator gave Jenny the consider-
ation she deserved. The telecommunicator followed procedure
by confirming the information and took the time to make
sure Jenny didn’t need emergency services.

At first blush, it may appear that the first example took less
of the telecommunicator’s time, but because the telecom-
municator let their frustration show and terminated the call
before Jenny understood what action would result from her
call, she called a second time. In the first example, the goal of
good customer service was not reached. In the second example,
Jenny received good customer service, and it did not take any
more time. The phone also rang less.

By answering every call with a smile (yes,

you can hear a smile) & a confident, polite

PUBLIC SAFETY COMMUNICATIONS = DECEMBER 2006 * www.apcointl.org

2]
N

& professional fone, you set the stage for a
successful interaction.

Dealing with chronic callers we don't know, including 9-1-1
cell phone prank calls, is a common source of frustration. Often,
these calls come from children. The phones may be throwaways
that are not on a contract or older cell phones that don’t allow
for the identification of accurate location information. These
calls show up on the ANI/ALI with a 911 area code and no
identifying information. Any calltaker could become frazzled
after receiving several of these calls; however, never assume the
next call is the same prankster who has been calling all day. If it
is the prankster, getting upset won't only agitate you, but it could
also be the reaction the caller wants. Frustration breeds frustra-
tion. If you show your frustration on the next call you answer,
you will have broken the first rule of dealing with challenging
calls: Begin the call with the right attitude. Everything is inter-
related, and your bad mood can easily be carried over to a per-
fectly innocent caller. As always, follow your agency’s policies
and procedures when dealing with prank calls, and do not
assume anything about the next call.

Children and elderly callers: Be particularly sensitive to calls
from children and the elderly. They may initially seem con-
fused and may not express themselves completely. It may take
longer to obtain sufficient information. Never assume they are
merely pranksters or senile. Ask specific questions to find out
why they’re calling. Always obtain all pertinent information.
Take every call seriously, and leave it up to the responders to
take appropriate action. Always follow your policies and pro-
cedures. The call you ignore could be more important than
you think. If there is any doubt as to the welfare of a child or
an elderly person, follow your agency’s policy and procedure
for dispatch actions.

Superfluous calls: Every 9-1-1 center receives superfluous
calls about situations that are clearly not 9-1-1 emergencies.
For example, someone calling to complain about the food

ordered in a restaurant or someone calling to report that an
animal (e.g., a cat or squirrel) is in a tree. It may be obvious
to you these are not emergencies, or even a matter for police
or fire/rescue, but you must remain professional. Remain
polite and business-like while instructing callers of their
options (e.g., complain to the management after leaving the
restaurant, watch the tree to see if the animal comes down,
call animal control, etc.). If you must laugh or blow off
steam, do so after you hang up.

Dealing With It

As a public safety telecommunicator, you are responsible for
coordinating and facilitating a wide range of communications
to and from a wide variety of people. It’s hard enough to effec-
tively communicate your own ideas and even more so those of
others. Add the whole emergency aspect, and you definitely
have your work cut out for you. Everyone, it seems, depends
on you and your communications skills. Some coping tech-
niques follow. Always remember:

e The caller is your customer and should be treated with
dignity and respect; they are the reason you're there;

* The caller doesn’t know you, your job or the agency’s
policies and procedures. Nothing a caller says should
be taken personally. You are the trained professional;
the only training a caller gets is what they see, hear or
read in the media;

¢ The caller thinks what they have to say is important. If
the caller did not perceive the need for assistance, they
would not have called. They expect to be heard and
helped;

* Youre expected to remain calm and professional no
matter the attitude of the caller. Your demeanor is an
important factor in a successful outcome. A calm and
professional demeanor leaves a good impression of
emergency services.

To relieve stress, keep a positive attitude, eat a well-balanced
diet and get appropriate exercise. After particularly challeng-
ing calls, and as time permits, take a short walk or a series of
deep breaths. (This may help calm the urge to scream.)
Talking about the call and what made it challenging for you
can also assist in relieving the stress of the call. When you talk
about the call, try to be objective and avoid placing blame.
Once the call is over, you cannot go back, but you can add to
your knowledge, skills and abilities to help future calls go
more smoothly.

And always remember, you are a public safety com-
munications professional. You are not part of the problem;
you are part of the cure. H

Alicia Ihnken is the training course instructor for APCO
Institute. Contact her via e-mail at ihnkena@apco911.0rg.

Note: APCO lInstitute provides comprehensive in-service
training for public safety communications professionals. For more
information, visit www.apcoinstitute.org.

Resource
Public Safety Telecommunicator 1, sixth edition, APCO Institute,
2005.



CDE Test #20092: Set the Tone

1.

In the event you answer a 9-1-1 call from a

chronic caller, you should:

a. Hang up immediately after telling them
in a strong voice about how busy the
comm center is.

b. Ask if they have an emergency, and,
if not, hang up

c. Tell them to stop calling or you'll send
the police whether they have an
emergency or not.

d. Verify their location and call-back
information and ask if they need the
services your agency provides.

Is important to establish and maintain

control because:

a. A caller’s impression of emergency
services directly correlates with how they
are treated on the phone.

b. A caller’s impression of emergency
services has nothing to do with how
they’re treated on the phone.

c. A caller will contact your supervisor and
complain about how they’re treated on
the phone.

d. A caller will decide on what response
theyll get according to how they’re
treated on the phone.

When dealing with a call from a child, the

calltaker should:

a. Be patient, and ask specific questions.

b. Try to find out every little detail about
what happened.

c. Scold the child for calling.

d. Assume the adults are fighting.

4.

The best option for dealing with a caller

who becomes hostile is to:

a. Not apologize, because it shows weakness.

b. Offer to connect the caller with a
SUpervisor.

c. Tell the caller you won't take that kind of
abuse, and hang up.

d. Give the caller a dose of their own medi-
cine in a firm, polite tone.

To control the conversation, you should:

a. Divide your attention so you know what’s
happening around the comm. center.

b. Follow the caller’s lead as to what
questions you should ask.

c. Use a loud, commanding tone with the
caller.

d. Use the person’s name, and maintain a
business-like attitude.

When dealing with a chronic caller, a

calltaker should:

a. Assume the caller is trying to be
annoying.

b. Handle each call on its own merit.

c. Refuse to take the call.

d. Let the caller know how upset you are.

The person responsible for determining the
outcome of the call is:

a. The calltaker ~ b. The caller

c. The supervisor ~d. The responder

It's OK to use harsh language with a caller if
the caller is abusive.

a. True b. False

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

Physical preparedness means appropriate
rest, nutrition and exercise.
a. True b. False

Emergency (9-1-1) calls from cell phones
that don’t have a service provider show the
following area code:

a. 911

b. Local area code

c. Area code from cell origin

d. 411

When speaking with a caller, the calltaker
should:

a. Use industry jargon.

b. Assume what the caller meant.

c. Try to educate the caller.

d. Ask specific questions.

As a general rule, when taking calls from
chronic callers, calltakers should:

a. Follow policy and procedure.

b. Refuse calls from chronic callers.

c. Speak quickly.

d. Try to educate them.

When talking about a particularly

challenging call, the calltaker should:

a. Try to be objective, and learn for future
reference.

b. Yell immediately after hanging up and let
it all out.

c. Let their frustration follow them into the
next call.

d. Try not to talk about the call to avoid
frustration.

Using the CDE Articles for Credit
APCO Institute Continuing Dispatch Education

1. Study the CDE article in this issue.

2. Answer the test questions using this form. Photocopies are

acceptable, but don’t enlarge them.

3. Fill out the appropriate section below and submit the form to
APCO Institute. Questions? Call us at 888/APCO-9-1-1.

APCO Institute
351 N. Williamson Blvd.
Daytona Beach, FL 32114

Ordering Information

If you are APCO certified and will be using the CDE tests for
recertification, complete this section and return the form when
you send in your request for recertification. Do not send the

tests in every month.

There is no cost for APCO-certified personnel to use the CDE

article program.

APCO Instructor Certificate #

Expiration Date:

completion.

Name:

If you are not APCO certified and would like to use the CDE tests for other certifi-
cations, fill out this section and send in the completed form with payment of $15 for
cach test that you return. You will receive an APCO certificate in the mail to verify test

(APCO instructors and EMD students please use section in the left column also.)

Title:

Organization:

Address:

Phone:

Fax:

E-mail:

If other, specify:

I am certified by: 1 MPC U PowerPhone Q1 Other

APCO EMD Basic Certificate #

Expiration Date:

O My check is enclosed, payable to APCO Institute for $15.

U Please use the attached purchase order for my payment.
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