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Wait times reduced for abuse line calls 

Fewer frustrated callers hanging up, state says 
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Thanks to increased staff and use of computer technology, the Texas Department of Protective and Regulatory Services has substantially cut the wait time for people calling the state's 24-hour hot line to report suspected abuse of children, the elderly and the disabled. 

"Overall, we're at a point where callers are experiencing a more reasonable wait," said Geoff Wool, spokesman for the state agency in Austin. "Although there may still be instances where a caller waits longer than we would like, it's the exception rather than the rule." 

Earlier this year, the Texas Council of Child Welfare Boards, which provides public comment to protective services, reported receiving no new complaints about the toll-free hot line, said board Secretary Janet Parker of Brazoria. 

Gov. Rick Perry and a number of state lawmakers began monitoring the agency after learning more than half of the calls to the hot line went unanswered in September because frustrated callers hung up after being placed on hold. The missed calls raised questions about whether vulnerable people, especially children, were being put at greater risk of continued abuse. 

"We contacted protective services about the wait times and asked them to take immediate steps to reduce the problem. The agency has made progress, and we're continuing to monitor the situation," said Perry spokeswoman Kathy Walt. 

The estimated average hold times have been steadily decreasing since September, records showed. Yet during call surges, wait times can be substantial. One caller waited more than 67 minutes before reaching a caseworker on one recent day, records showed. 

Such long waits, however, are less frequent than they were in September and October. A Houston Chronicle reporter waited for more than an hour and 43 minutes on hold in September; but one call placed close to noon in January was answered immediately; and another placed during the busy afternoon required a 13-minute wait. 

A chief reason for the improvement is better use of a Web site that allows professionals such as doctors and teachers to electronically report abuse and thereby reduce the number of calls to the hot line, said Parker. 

Electronic reports in December soared from 764 in 2002 to 3,268 in 2003. 

"We've been promoting the Web site to professionals," said Wool. "In the past, we made a direct mail to schools to inform teachers about the site. Now we've also mailed information to juvenile probation officers and notified foster care providers and residential child-care providers about how to make quick electronic reports." 

When callers dial the hot line, they also hear a recorded message that alerts professionals to the Web site. 

The agency continues to study whether it should develop another Web site for the general public, Wool said. 

"That idea remains on the table," he said. "We still see a need for voice-to-voice contact between a caseworker and an average citizen to make sure that we pull out all the information that we might otherwise not get. It also helps us evaluate the credibility of the caller." 

In another move to increase the number of calls answered, protective services has hired another 14 caseworkers to man the telephones. The Legislature did not appropriate any new money for the call center's operations in Austin in the last budget; but funding was located within the agency, mostly by reappropriating money allocated for other vacant posts, officials said. 

Plus, caseworkers were encouraged to work overtime during peak times, such as late afternoons, Wool added. 

State officials say they are pleased that the number of frustrated callers who hang up before reaching a caseworker is starting to decrease significantly. 

For instance, 4,411 of the 22,805 calls into the call center through late January ended in hang ups compared with 7,430 of the 23,450 calls in December, the data showed. 

Meanwhile, Randy Burton, founder of the child advocacy group Justice for Children, advocates dialing 911 to report abuse. The recorded message on the hot line also tells callers to dial 911 if the abuse poses an immediate, life-threatening risk. 

Also in January, protective services launched a new computer system designed to better manage the work force and further reduce delays in answering calls, said Wool. The system monitors customer service, forecasts heavy call periods and enables optimum scheduling of workers, officials said. 

"Experience has taught us a lot. We will be a lot smarter and better prepared when the call center receives its next surge of calls," said Wool, which typically occurs the month the before children are sent home for the summer and then after they return to school in the fall. 

