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What Criteria Should Be Used To Determine How Many Communication Operators Are 
To Be Assigned On Any Given Shift? 

Problem 

Currently a problem exists in the Skokie Police Department communications center.  The 

communications center dispatches emergency and non-emergency calls for services for both the 

Skokie Police Department and Skokie Fire Department.  The problem the communications center 

faces is two-fold; are the current staffing levels appropriate and are the work hours assigned in a 

way to maximize efficiency.  The communications center has already greatly exceeded its 

overtime allocation for this fiscal year to cover shift shortages (Appendix A).  In addition to the 

specific need to determine appropriate levels so staffing shortages or excesses can be addressed, 

there are other issues that need to be considered.  Officer safety, budgetary needs, and 

community expectations are to be maintained and balanced as well as keeping in line with 

industry standards. 

This problem is further complicated by the tough economic times, wherein the Village of Skokie 

has implemented a department wide hiring freeze and will only be lifted on a case-by-case basis 

based on exigent circumstances.  However, the task remains to find a solution that balances all 

the aforementioned factors.   

Assumptions 

• Continued use of overtime to maintain current communication operator staffing levels

may not take community financial expectations into account.

• Communication operator working conditions as outlined in their job description will not

change.

• During the remainder of this budget cycle and the entire next budget year it is expected

the economy will not recover enough to lift the village wide hiring freeze.

• Without a defined communication operator staffing level, police and fire officer safety

may be jeopardized.



 

Facts: 

• The communications center has already greatly exceeded its overtime allocation for this 

fiscal year, and has exceeded allowance over the past four years to cover shift shortages 

(Appendix A).  

• The Village of Skokie currently authorizes 17 full time communication operators and two 

part time communication operators (Appendix B). 

• Previous attempts to fill and retain two part time communication operators have failed. 

(Appendix C) 

• Communication operators are responsible for dispatching both police and fire personnel 

to almost 48,000 calls for services in 2008 (Appendix D). 

• In 2008 the Village of Skokie Communication Center processed over 150,000 incoming 

phone calls (Appendix E). 

• The Village of Skokie Communication Center is staffed 24 hours a day, 365 days per 

year and is located within the Skokie Police Department. 

• Taking training, days off, average sick time usage etc., into account the average 

communications operator is available to work about 1,700 hours per year (Appendix F). 

• Officer safety concerns have been brought to the forefront in a memo from the police 

union (Appendix G). 

Discussion 

The Village of Skokie currently authorizes 17 full time communication operators and two part 

time operators to dispatch police and fire units located within the village limits.  However, at this 

current time, only 15 full time operators and no part time operators are employed within the 

communications center.  Additionally, the issue of current staffing levels is complicated by a 

hiring freeze taking place throughout every department in the Village of Skokie.  Nonetheless, 



the communications center has historically had trouble maintaining their staffing levels to the 

authorized amount due to several factors including retirement, high turnover, in addition to 

finding and retaining qualified part time operators (Van).  Filling the number of authorized 

operators appears to be a substantial challenge for communication centers within labor markets 

where larger centers are located, presenting alternative employment (APCO p12).  Furthermore, 

recent attempts in hiring to full capacity have been met with resistance by upper village hall 

officials due to current strenuous economic times (Van).  

The Village of Skokie has several options to consider in addressing adequate staffing levels: 

1. Maintain the current system of staffing, utilizing fixed shifts and a fixed day off grouping 

of six days on two days off, six days on two days off, five days on three days off, five 

days on three days off.  Police officers would be utilized in supplementing vacant 

positions and overtime will continue to be paid. 

2. Make a concerted effort to maintain the authorized full staffing level of 17 dispatch 

operators, convert the current two part time positions into one full time position and 

utilize ten-hour shifts. 

3. Make use of mathematical formulas to calculate the appropriate staffing levels needed. 

In examining option number one of maintaining the current configuration several items need to 

be delineated.  As previously indicated overtime has exceeded this fiscal year’s current 

projection. “Overtime can be a very important component of employee satisfaction and 

retention” (APCO p15).  It is evident that mandatory overtime can put an additional stressor 

upon the job and potentially reduce employee satisfaction, especially if the overtime is presented 

at the last minute.  If the minimal to moderate opportunities for overtime develop coupled with 

being voluntary in nature, it is implied earning potential increases and coupled with flexibility 

and advanced notice, consequently job satisfaction would rise. 

Utilizing six days on two off (times 2), five days on three off (times 2) work schedule presents 

itself with a narrow array of possibilities.  Considering an eight-hour shift is coupled with this 

schedule, one could assume this is the closest shift duration as a majority of jobs within the 

United States.  Typically an eight-hour shift would offer 91 days off per year.  In an informal 



survey conducted by a communications supervisor at the Skokie Police Department, 11 

surrounding agencies were sampled and every agency polled had abandoned the eight-hour shift 

in favor of longer shifts with increased days off which had resulted in lowered sick usage and 

increased job satisfaction (Rapp). 

In an effort to reduce overtime expenditures police officers have been used to fill vacant 

communications operator positions.  This has significantly reduced overtime since its inception 

but it has not been eliminated (Van).  However, community concerns have not been polled in this 

matter.  It is speculated that viewpoints on this modification of an officer’s duties could range 

from it being an appropriate use of resources, to a wasteful use as a police officer is highly 

trained and acting a communications operator is not within their job function.   Officer safety 

concerns also need to be evaluated as this leads to one less available officer, and every officer 

lost from the street may negatively impact not only fellow officer safety concerns but community 

expectations as well.  

Option number two examines the possibility of maintaining the authorized staffing level of 17 

communication operators and converting the two part time positions to one full time position for 

a total of 18 operators. In addition, it also includes moving from eight to ten-hour shifts.  

Maintaining a full staff of 18 operators is not only expensive endeavor to afford the annual salary 

of approximately $59,000 per dispatcher (Attachment A), but it requires the Village of Skokie to 

make an exception to the hiring freeze, requiring an extensive time commitment by management.   

Likewise, understaffing may lead to the potential of litigation, organizational frustration, and 

lower community satisfaction.  In briefly highlighting litigation concerns, tough economic times, 

and lack of monetary resources to fully staff a communication center, are unlikely to prevail in a 

court argument.    

There are varying viewpoints to increasing to a ten-hour day.  Most obvious is longer than 

average workday (eight hours vs. ten hours).  Working a longer day would offer the operator less 

time with their family in their off time on any given work day.  Consequently ten-hour shifts will 

provide 146 days off per year as compared to 91 days off in an eight-hour shift.   Ten-hour shifts 

often require unusual start times outside most organizational norms, but in turn provide six hours 

of overlapping coverage.  This could be viewed as wasteful in a lot of industries, but may be 

ideal in the world of police and fire communications because coverage can be aligned during 



busy periods and increased when it is needed the most and consequently “improve service levels 

and boost morale of the people who work during these periods” (Bruce).  The heaviest volume of 

incoming calls within the communications center on any given day is between the hours of 0800 

to 2000 Hrs (Attachment H).  The call volumes remain higher Monday through Friday, with 

lesser occurrences on the weekends (Attachment E). 

Option number three deals with making use of mathematical staffing formulas designed 

specifically for communication operations.  One example of this type of formula is: positions in 

which have determined need to be filled on all shifts multiplied by a vacancy factor (example 

days off, vacation, sick leave) equals the total number of staff needed (Dispatch Magazine).   The 

relief factor of covering an operator’s day off, vacation, etc must also be taken into 

consideration.   

Formulas serve only as a baseline in determining staffing levels.  A task study of the operating 

center and evaluation of performance goals need to be evaluated (Dispatch Magazine).  A 

mathematical formula would be simple and easy to use, however “there is no standard staffing 

level” (Dispatch Magazine).  Staffing and retentions studies such as APCO “Project Retains” do 

exist and provide staffing and operational recommendations.  Although, no decisive measure 

exists in the “Project Retains” study, the research strongly indicated, “employee perceptions of 

staffing levels were significantly in agreement with director reports”(APCO p13).  

 

“Project Retains” shows that 81% of communications centers use some staffing formula or a 

combination of formulas or variables used, to include: call volume, average calls per hour, 

Erlang C, shift relief factor, available employee time and work analysis (Elsberry).  As stated 

earlier, various formulas such as those in “Project Retains” serve as guidelines, but one important 

yet obvious fact within “Project Retains” found a communications center “operates better when 

all authorized positions are filled” (Elsberry). 

 

Conclusion: 

Based on the above discussion, maintaining the current method operation as delineated in option 

one leads to a concern of consistent budgetary expenditures in overtime.  Officer safety remains 



on the forefront of concern amongst the remaining police officers on the street, when resources 

are reallocated by placing a street officer in communication attempting to reduce overtime.  

Community expectations may not be met using this option and organizational job satisfaction 

and morale may be reduced as a result of long-term usage. Skokie remains the only organization 

in the immediate area to utilize eight-hour shifts.   

Option two leads to a longer employee workday, but consequently provides the communications 

operator with more time off, coupled with an increase in job satisfaction and a reduction in shift 

time.  Maintaining a staff of 18 full time communication operators is expensive as it exceeds the 

current number of dispatchers. Increasing the current amount of dispatchers is unlikely due to the 

hiring freeze.  However, it could lead to lower legal liabilities, improved coverage during busy 

periods, and ultimately a better response to the community’s needs and expectations of a full 

service communications center.  This option is expensive because the village would be filling 

currently vacant positions and therefore paying additional salaries.  However, these monies are 

already accounted for in the budget.   This option does require that the hiring freeze in this 

particular department be lifted to accomplish this option. 

Using a mathematical model in option three provides the illusion of being simple and 

straightforward.  However, the reality is there are far too many variables to consider, and no 

mathematical formula exists to take all these variables into consideration.  Formulas relating to 

shift staffing shift configurations and call taker staffing exists, but the fact remains there really is 

no industry standard to speak when comparing the values obtained though formulas alone.  

Staffing and retentions studies such as APCO “Project Retains” do exist and provide staffing and 

operational recommendations, but it does do not provide a true mathematical formula only to 

determine optimal staffing levels.  However, the research of “Project Retains” shows the 

importance of filling all authorized positions. 

 

Recommendation:   

In order to maintain the expectations of the residents within the Village of Skokie, efforts should 

be put forth in filling the two vacant communication operator positions and converting the two 

part time operator positions to one full time position as soon a possible, in order to obtain 18 full 



time communication operator positions.  There should be a temporary lift in the hiring freeze for 

this department. 

The scheduling and conversion from eight to ten-hour shifts shall immediately follow upon the 

department rising to the full staffing of the said 18 positions. 

This plan and implementation can be directed by the Communications Coordinator and overseen 

by the Deputy Chief of Administrative Services (Appendix I). 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
What Criteria Should Be Used To Determine How Many Communication Operators Are 

To Be Assigned On Any Given Shift? 

Problem: 

The Village of Skokie communications center dispatches emergency and non-emergency calls 
for services for both the Skokie Police Department and Skokie Fire Department.  The problem 
the dispatch center faces is two-fold; are the current staffing levels appropriate and are the work 
hours assigned in a way to maximize efficiency. 

• The dispatch center has already greatly exceeded its overtime allocation for this fiscal 
year to cover shift shortages.   

• In addition to the specific need to determine appropriate levels so staffing shortages or 
excesses can be addressed, there are other issues that need to be considered.  

• Officer safety, budgetary needs, and community expectations are to be maintained and 
balanced a well as keeping in line with industry standards. 

Possible Solutions: 

1. Maintain the current system of staffing, utilizing fixed shifts and a fixed day off grouping 
of six days on two days off, six days on two days off, five days on three days off, five 
days on three days off.  Police officers would be utilized in supplementing vacant 
positions and overtime will continue to be paid. 

2. Make a concerted effort to maintain the authorized full staffing level of 17 dispatch 
operators, convert the current two part time positions into one full time position for a total 
of 18 operators, and utilize ten-hour shifts. 

3. Make use of mathematical formulas to calculate the appropriate staffing levels needed. 

Recommendation: 

In order to maintain the expectations of the residents within the Village of Skokie, efforts should 
be put forth in filling the two vacant communication operator positions and converting the two 
part time operator positions to one full time position as soon a possible, in order to obtain 18 full 
time communication operator positions.  

The scheduling and conversion from eight to ten-hour shifts shall immediately follow upon the 
department rising to the full staffing of the said 18 positions. 

This plan and implementation can be directed by the Communications Coordinator and overseen 
by the Deputy Chief of Administrative Services. 
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Fiscal 
Year 

Overtime 
Authorized 

Overtime 
Actual 

Percent over 
Authorized 

2006 $55,090 $76,829 139.5% 

2007 $57,018 $83,076 145.7% 

2008 $59,156 $201,662 340.9% 

2009 $61,374 $197,421 321.7% 
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Attachment I 
 

Plan of Action 

Dispatch Staffing 

 

 

 

 
Time 

Commitment 
 

 
 

Task 

 
 

Responsibility 

1 week  Authorize two part time positions to one full time 
position 

Village Manager

4 weeks  Post opening for two vacant positions & new position Human Resources
1 week  Review of Applications  Communications Director
1 week  Dispatch Orientation and Testing Training Director
2 weeks  Background investigation Investigations 

Commander 
2 weeks  Polygraph and psychological Outside vendor
1 week  New hire orientation Training Director
1 week  In‐house dispatch training ‐ classroom Communications Director
12 weeks  Dispatch training  Communications Director
2 weeks  Additional training extension – If Necessary Communications Director
1 week  Design of staffing schedule for 10 hour shifts Communications Director
1 week  Approval of new staffing schedule P.D. Deputy Chief – Admin
1 week  Approval of new staffing schedule F.D. Deputy Chief – Admin

Estimated Time for Plan 
Implementation: 30 
Weeks 


