


public safety dispatchers, this sort of
event is “routine” – as they diligently
perform their duties each day motivated
by professionalism and a desire to help
the community they serve. For many
callers, 9-1-1 is quite literally the end of
the line; for the dispatcher, a ringing
phone can be a journey into the
unknown.

Protocols, procedures, guidelines –
whatever you want to call them, they
came into use to improve the odds

against the victim, to remove the need
for dispatchers to “fly by the seat of their
pants” and to provide a benchmark
against which future standards could be
measured. When call handling protocols
were first introduced, some complained
that asking questions would delay dis-
patch and that providing advice to
callers would expose agencies to back-
lash and liability if things turned out
wrong. History has proven the contrary,
and public safety agencies of all sizes
have embraced call handling protocols as
part of their daily operations. Some
agencies have developed in-house sys-
tems, while others subscribe to products

provided by third-party organizations.
While different systems naturally take
different approaches, their objective is
the same – to offer better protection for
victims, responders, and bystanders.
Structured call handling procedures
work; their importance in the chain of
response cannot be ignored.

MEETING PUBLIC EXPECTATIONS
Caller demands placed upon today’s

communication centers are dramatically
different than they were just five years
ago. The public expects that the person
at the other end of the line will know
how to provide assistance in a variety of
emergency situations. The rapid growth
in cell phone ownership has created
spikes in call volume that are difficult to
manage. Technology can now help pin-
point a cell caller’s location, but the need
to solicit relevant information remains a
vital process. Liability risk isn’t just
about the caller and others at the scene.
Agencies also have a duty to protect
their responders and ensure they are as
well briefed as possible before arriving at
a potentially dangerous situation. Yet
despite these changes, the format of
most protocol systems has remained
largely unchanged.

Early protocol systems were designed
to be very service specific. Emergency
Medical Dispatch (EMD) protocols
were developed for agencies handling
medical calls, fire protocols were devel-
oped for those handling fire-related
calls, and law enforcement protocols
were designed for police departments.
Some of these systems do provide over-
lap that allows agencies to handle inci-
dents that require a multi-ser vice
response; but generally, if the caller
requires a multi-service response, she
will be handed off to another communi-
cation center that provides these addi-
tional services. These processes seem to
be designed around the agencies that use
them – rather than the needs of the
caller or “customer.”

Members of the public barely give
the mechanics of the 9-1-1 system a sec-
ond thought – until they have to use it.
When that call is made, the citizen’s pri-
ority is to simply receive help in the
shortest possible time. But what if the
problem requires a multi-agency
response? For example, let’s imagine a
road accident has blocked a busy inter-
section. Gasoline from one of the dam-
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Above: In addition to its value as an interroga-
tion tool for callers, protocols also offer an
inherent quality assurance component to review
and assess compliance, which is vital when dis-
patchers provide instructions to callers. Left: A
dispatcher for Tolland County 9-1-1 in
Connecticut.  Public expectations now demand
the dispatchers do more than just send help -
they expect the dispatcher to provide assistance
to help with a variety of situations until respon-
ders arrive.
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