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This presentation is one of a series published in open access format by members of the joint academic research team from Keele and
Staffordshire Universities as part of a broader research project - Developing an Action/Work-based learning system for improved
knowledge exchange, development and implementations through partnership working (Project code J11).
This research was made possible thanks to financial support from the Police Knowledge Fund, provided by The Home Office, The College
of Policing and the Higher Education Council for England (HEFCE).
This series of discussion and policy documents and presentation slides is intended to inform and stimulate discussion and debate within
the partner organisations involved in this specific research project, but also to contribute to a wider conversation involving academic and
police related colleagues. The views expressed in these documents are those of the individual authors and should not be regarded as
representative of the views or official policies of any of the Police or related agencies that have collaborated in our research.
These documents regularly draw on research and evaluation of procedures and practices in a range of Police Forces, Offices of Police and
Crime Commissioners and related partner agencies. While the project that has stimulated these documents was initially formulated in
partnership with particular Police and related agencies and organisations, it should not be assumed or inferred that the discussion
contained in these documents specifically relates to these partners, their policies or practices.
These documents are intended to be accessible to non-academic readers, and to provide an overview of a range of ideas, concepts and
outputs from our research. We want these documents to stimulate debate and develop further knowledge exchange and production with
a wider range of potential partners. If you have any comments or questions or would like to discuss the ideas in this document further,
please feel free to contact the project lead cited on the title page.

Context and Rationale for this Presentation
‘Calling for Help: Assessing and improving the effectiveness of communication during calls to the police’
This presentation relates to early outcomes from a project working with 999/101 call handlers to explore interactions between call
handlers and members of the public who have called these services. The issues of potential mis-communications in interactions
between police call handlers and members of the public who ring 999/101 have been flagged up in discussions within our
partnership, not least in the context of ongoing reviews of the 999/101 service, several critical practice reviews, a recent Domestic
Homicide Review and a related IPCC investigation. Specialist academic colleagues have been working with call staff to identify and
address these underlying issues.
Outcomes to date (Revised February 2017). It can be useful to think of a conversation in terms of a racetrack. You start at the
beginning with the caller and along the way you complete various projects. You anticipate and avoid hurdles or you construct hurdles
that can knock the interaction off course and prevent you reaching the finish line successfully. This ‘Test Bed’ project has mapped out
the conversational ‘racetrack’ of a total of 501 999 and 101 calls to date and fed this analysis into a series of Knowledge Exchange
Groups (KEGs) with key staff to help call handlers identify what sorts of problems and roadblocks can occur in conversation, as well as
the techniques and strategies that best resolve these problems.
Significant progress has been made with the analysis of the call recordings. The team have been focusing on developing collections of
call extracts that it will be most useful for the call handlers to look at during KEGs and training. In addition to the complete detailed
call transcripts, we now have collections of:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

149 examples of opening requests for help
35 examples of call handlers asking callers for their ethnicity
33 examples where the call handler declines to provide the assistance requested by the caller (either because it is not a
policeable matter or because a different response will be provided) (23 fully transcribed)
8 examples of either particularly clear explanations of what will happen next or where the caller queries this
25 examples of where the action of completing the computer log interferes with the verbal communication within the calls
19 examples of call handlers addressing issues of vulnerability in the call or log
27 examples of calls involving individual with mental health concerns
37 examples of calls involving domestic incidents
6 examples of 999 callers being told to call back on 101
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The team is continuing to build these collections for use in the upcoming KEGs and in training of new staff. Various formats for the
KEGs have been trialled over the course of the Project to explore the most effective approach to sharing knowledge. This has
included:
Shift-based workshops - focused on exploring the landscape of 999 and 101 calls and encouraging call handlers to become analysts
of their practice.
Cohort training working with small groups of new call handlers during their initial training. These KEGs focused on helping them
retain an appreciation of the caller’s perspective, particularly when informing them that it is not appropriate for the police to
respond to their request for assistance in the manner they have sought.
Shift-based workshops - focused on exploring the landscape of 999 and 101 calls and encouraging call handlers to become analysts
of their practice.
Cohort training working with small groups of new call handlers during their initial training. These KEGs focused on helping them
retain an appreciation of the caller’s perspective, particularly when informing them that it is not appropriate for the police to
respond to their request for assistance in the manner they have sought.
Managers Discussion KEGs
•
Vulnerabilities. – The team has conducted work with managers on the issue of vulnerabilities. This resulted in tangible
recommendations that have subsequently been submitted as a report to the Head of Contact Services
•
Call Resolution. – The team has conducted work with managers on the issue of call resolution. This resulted in the managers
resolving to change some aspects of how they advise and support the call handlers on their shifts. It also helped to inform and focus
my subsequent analysis of how call handlers can effectively close down calls for which no police response will be provided.
Work Shadowing - Team members have observed call handlers during night shifts (10pm-7am) and evening shifts (3pm-10pm) to
explore the situated experience of their work environment. During these shadowed shifts the researchers were able to discuss with
several call handlers issues relating to their call handling practices and explore the rationale behind their choices during a call. The
researchers also observed how the computer system both facilitates and impedes the call handlers’ effectiveness.
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Data and Method
• Data are audio recordings of 119 real phone calls
received by a regional UK police force in 2015
o
o

999 (emergency) – 57 calls
101 (non-emergency) – 62 calls

• All names and identifying information in the
transcripts included in this presentation have been
changed
• Call beginnings were transcribed using the Jefferson
(2004) conventions and analysed using conversation
analysis (Schegloff, 2007; Sidnell & Stivers, 2012)

Requesting in interaction
• Entitlement – How strongly you display your
expectation that the request will be granted?
• Contingency – What barriers are
acknowledged that might prevent the
recipient granting the request?
o

o

o

Curl & Drew (2008) - “I wonder if …” versus
“Could you ...”
Craven & Potter (2010) - “Could you” versus
imperative directives
Kendrick & Drew (2016) - Embodied recruitments

999 or 101?

Requests for police assistance
• Larsen (2013) observed that when Danish emergency
(112) made overt requests:
o

o

High entitlement request forms elicited dispatch-relevant
questions
Low entitlement request forms elicited incident-relevant
questions

• Most of her examples are from ambulance calls and her
corpus did not include non-emergency calls.
• She excluded calls where the final decision was to provide
no emergency assistance or where callers did not make
an overt request.
o

o

Whalen & Zimmerman (1990) suggest that
descriptions/reports of the incident are more common than
explicit request formats
Just over 20% of 999 police calls contained explicit requests
(Drew & Walker, 1998)

Seeking police assistance
• In my data
o
o

o

66% of initial formulations contained descriptions,
38% contained requests (10% co-occurrence with
descriptions)
6% contained reports or other actions

‘Reason for calling’ formats

101

999

Total

Request + (Request to report x)

10 + (13)

9 + (1)

19+(14) = 33

Request + Description

1

5

6

Description + Request

4

2

6

Description

32

33

67

Calling to report x

2

2

4

3

3

57

119

Other
Total

62

High entitlement request forms
P037
01 Police:
02 Caller:
03
04
05 Police:
06 Caller:

((county)) police eme:rgency go ahead caller.
.hh(h) hhh .hh Please I: need the
poli:e pleasehh .hhh (.)
[I’m ] ah
[okay] (.) Where are you [Please]
[ eff ]

High entitlement request forms
P156
1 Police: P’lice emergency:
2
(1.3)
3 Caller: Police at fifteen nolan street plea:se.
4
(0.7)
5 Police: What’s going o:n there ple:ase.

• “I need x” or “police please” formats when accompanied
by signs of distress elicited “where are you?” questions.
• Without strong affect markers they elicited “what’s going
on?” questions
• Both entitlement and seriousness / urgency displays
needed to trigger a “where are you?” response

Modal request forms
P025
01 Police: >Hello<, Police emergency?
02
(0.6)
03 Caller: Hello, could I have the Police pleasehh?
04
(0.2)
05 Police: What’s >uh< (.) going on, sir?

• Typically elicited “what’s going on?” questions
• Unless something indicated the matter might not be
serious or the caller might not be reliable

Modal request forms
P034
01 Police:
02
03 Caller:
04
05 Police:
06 Caller:
07
09
10 Police:
11 Caller:
12
13 Police:

Hello:: police emergency:
(0.2)
Can you er arrest me please.
(0.4)
O:[kay ]
[(Alr]eady had to) erm (0.4) I’m in
(.) erm (1.1) erm (0.4) Crawford hospital
(0.2)
Ri:[ght]
[My ] names John (0.2) William Farrow
(0.5)
#O:kay# and why is it you want arresting?

Call handlers’ first questions
Response type

Actions

Where are you?

• Gathers information about where to send officers
• Conveys a presumption that the incident is being policerelevant and serious
What’s going on? • Investigates the details of the incident in order to decide
what response is appropriate.
Why have you
asked for this?

• Challenges the legitimacy of the request
• Makes the caller accountable for requesting police assistance
• Queries the caller’s credibility as an source of information

Entitlement is not enough
• Entitlement of the request does influence the type
of response offered by the call handler.
• BUT the effect of entitlement displays is mediated
(or sometimes overridden) by displays of
o
o

Incident seriousness/urgency
Caller credibility/reliability

• This effect is most apparent when descriptions of
events are provided instead of overt requests

Descriptions
• Descriptions of situations function as low entitlement
requests.
o
o

They presume no authority to expect police assistance
They inform the police about an ‘actionable problem’
(Heritage & Clayman, 2010)

• Their grounds for expecting assistance to be provided
rests wholly in the level of seriousness/urgency/police
relevance indexed by the description rather than
through the grammatical form of a request.

Descriptions
P066
1 Clr:
2 Pol:
3 Clr:
4 Pol:
5 Clr:

er a girl just beat me up in my house
err right okay what's your postcode please?
u- eh four three TWo, uhhuh
[u- ]
[Uoh] ooh .hhh BEE CEE one, THRee dee effuhhh.

Why does it matter?
P023
01 Police:
02 Caller:
03 Police:
04 Caller:
05
06
07 Caller:
08 Police:
09 Caller:
10
11 Police:
12 Caller:
13
14 Police:
15
16 Caller:
17
18 Caller:

Police eme:rgency. (2.1) Hello? (2.8) Hello:?
.hh Hello.
.h >Hi, how [can I he]lp?<
[umm
] (1.4) I’ve got a chap
h:ere lying on me doorstep
(0.2)
[.hhh ]
[Right]
umm (0.6) at forty two .hh markton street
chellerton. .hhh I mean forty two .hhh hhhh
ok:ay.=
.hh heh.
(2.5) ((ring tone in background))
What do you mean he’s ly- he’s lying on
your doorstep?
He’s lying on me doorstep.
(0.4)
.hh Drunk↓ .hh

What happens next?
P023 (0.43)
1 Clr: He jus’ (.) >keeps< saying I wa:nt me na:n,=And
2
he’s cr:yin’ an’ (0.2) I can’t get in me ‘o↑use,
3
An I dhh (0.3) Oh I [daren’t go: i:n] really.
4 Pol:
[˚okay˚
]

What happens next?
P023 (1.15)
01 Pol: O::kay. So you ca:n’t get in yur house.
02
(0.7)
03 Clr: mno:. An I can’t mov[e him] (.) ‘cause (1.1) well (.)
04 Pol:
[no: ]
05 Clr: he’s out for the cou:nt.
06
(.)
07 Pol: We:ll yeah we don’t want you (.) potentially getting
08
harmed either if he is e::rm- (0.2)
09
>i[f ee is< lyin on yuh doorstep.]
10 Clr:
[ Everybody’s looking ‘rou:nd ] yunno they frightened
11
come out, .hhh ca[use it-] wid a:ll old people up ere:.
12 Pol:
[o:kay ]

Conclusions
• Callers’ initial formulations encode the strength of
their (claimed) entitlement to expect their request
will be granted.
o
o
o

High entitlement – ‘Need’ statements and imperatives
Medium entitlement – modal requests
Low entitlement – descriptions of the situation

• The call handlers choice of which line of questioning
to pursue first is influenced by
o

o

the design of the caller’s initial formulation, and
the details it contains about the seriousness of the
incident and the credibility of the caller.

Implications
• When no other information is available, call handlers
use the caller’s entitlement alone to guide which
project to pursue first.
• Call handlers should be wary of being guided solely
by extreme entitlement displays (both high and low)
during initial requests.
o

o

High entitlement requests might lead to an officer being
unnecessarily dispatched
Low entitlement request might be challenged instead of
investigated, leading to delays in dispatching assistance

Any questions?
I would like to thank my students; Sunny Marok, Claire Melia and Chloe Waterman
for their assistance with this project.
I am also grateful to DARG colleagues at Loughborough University and QPF
colleagues at Keele University for helpful discussions about the analysis.
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