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Evaluating Emergency Calls: Tools for Dispatcher Effectiveness

Public safety communications centers that record calls for compliance shouldn't overlook the usefulness of those
recordings in evaluating dispatcher performance. That's a lesson learned from the call center industry, where recording
and evaluation is widespread.

Many public safety dispatch centers are using call recording technology for compliance purposes - because it is man-
dated by regulators that they archive their audio recordings. But what many in charge of public safety centers don't
realize is that their call recording tools can also be used to boost the performance of their dispatch personnel. Quality
evaluation and improvement software is an entwined application that takes the information embedded in the recordings
and allows you to fairly score dispatchers on a wide variety of criteria.

Public safety communications centers can take a lesson from a surprising sector: the call center business, which
specializes in handling large volumes of customer phone calls on a wide variety of topics. Although there are significant
differences between the two types of centers (especially in the urgent criticality of the calls that come into public safety
centers), they are similar in two respects. First, they both rely on the same kind of telephone-based technological infra-
structure. And second, successfully managing them both involves a high degree of sensitivity to labor and human
resources issues.

American call centers made the leap to full-time call recording in the last decade, led by a segment of centers in the
financial industry that, like public safety, was driven by regulatory and compliance issues. Banks and insurance compa-
nies in many areas have to record all their calls and make them available for playback. Starting in the early 1990s, many
of those financial services firms began examining the content of those recordings with an eye to understanding how they
could improve the job performance of the people handling the calls. Savvy managers found that they could discern
which employees were better at handling certain types of calls. They could find out whether scripts and standards were
being adhered to. Having the technology in place to record calls led quickly to using that technology to monitor calls
(both in real-time and after the fact).

In the decade and a half since then, the tools have been further enhanced. Managers now have the ability to train phone
reps by using their own real-life examples (and those of their peers). Recordings are used to reinforce best practices and
to pinpoint specific skills gaps that phone reps need to work on. The modern call center manager relies heavily on
assessing the agent-customer interaction of each call to know who to reward, who to train, who to coach. Frost & Sulli-
van estimates that more than 80% of U.S. call centers use some form of automated quality monitoring system in
conjunction with a call recording platform. Most managers queried in that industry indicate that they use it primarily to
identify agent skill gaps for training purposes (85%). By contrast, just 32% use it primarily to be in compliance with legal
regulations - indicating that it has spread far outside its original base in financial call centers.

What this led to was nothing short of a revolution in creating a system where the quality of an interaction between a
customer and a call center worker could be fully understood and leveraged to make the center operate better (by many
metrics) while at a lower cost.

How This Impacts Public Safety

There is a trend in the context of public safety that more of the managers of those critical communications centers are
applying what business call centers learned over the course of years to making their own PSAPs more productive and
effective.
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