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Abs t rac t 

A detaile d investigatio n o f  9-1- 1 operations ,  usin g 
participan t  observatio n an d vide o recordings ,  whe n 
take n togethe r  wit h othe r  naturalisti c studie s o f 
practica l  huma n conduct ,  suggest s tha t  th e prevailin g 
cognitivis t  approac h t o decisio n makin g ha s a  numbe r 
of  limitations .  Thi s observationa l  an d vide o dat a 
provide s a  framewor k fo r  a n ethnomethodologicai 
respecificatio n o f  th e phenomenon . 

Decision making in 9-1-1 operations 

In the course of their ordmary work activities, public 
safet y call-taker s engag e i n a  wid e variet y o f  action s 
and task s tha t  ar e commonl y described ,  b y bot h call -
taker s an d observers ,  a s "determining "  an d 
"deciding "  o r  a s requirin g som e sor t  o f  decisio n 
making ,  ofte n unde r  tim e constraine d circumstances . 
For  example ,  call-taker s ar e require d t o determin e th e 
precis e natur e o f  th e citize n caller' s troubl e o r 
complaint ,  an d t o quickl y asses s whethe r  thi s i s 
somethin g tha t  shoul d b e th e busines s o f  th e polic e o r 
fir e department .  I f  th e troubl e i s determine d t o b e 
organizationall y relevant ,  ther e i s th e closel y relate d 
proble m o f  assessin g it s severit y o r  seriousness ,  o f 
decidin g i f  i t  i s a  bon a fide  emergenc y o r  a  troubl e 
tha t  ca n b e handle d i n a  les s urgen t  fashion .  Plainly , 
thes e an d othe r  task s b y whic h "call s fo r  service "  ar e 
organizationall y processe d involv e a  numbe r  o f 
possibl y fatefu l  "decisions. " 

"Decisions" as essentially cognitive events 

In  studying these and other, more routine instances of 
decisio n making ,  researcher s i n th e huma n science s 
ten d t o conceptualiz e an d analyz e "decisions "  a s 
discrete ,  readil y identifiabl e event s tha t  resul t  fro m o r 
ar e primaril y a  consequenc e o f  a  menta l  proces s o f 
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deliberation .  Whil e th e organizatio n o f  thi s cognitiv e 
proces s i s explaine d i n a  variet y o f  ways ,  an d th e 
degre e t o whic h decisio n makin g ca n b e understoo d 
throug h normativ e model s o f  rationalit y remain s a 
matte r  o f  s o m e debate ,  ther e i s  ver y littl e 
disagreemen t  ove r  th e vie w o f  "deciding "  a s a n 
essentiall y  menta l  phenomenon .  Eve n thos e studie s 
tha t  develo p descriptiv e (rathe r  tha n normative ) 
model s o f  natura l  behavio r  fro m investigation s o f 
decisio n makin g i n ambiguous ,  complex ,  real-worl d 
environments ,  an d tha t  emphasiz e h o w individual s 
perceiv e ever-changin g socia l  situation s i n assessin g 
thei r  choice s an d takin g action ,  hav e bee n 
preoccupie d wit h th e analysi s o f  an d theorizin g abou t 
cognitiv e processe s (see ,  fo r  example ,  Klei n e t  al , 
1992) . 

An ethnomethodologicai respecification 

There are a number of problems with this approach, 
however .  Dat a collecte d durin g fiftee n month s o f 
participan t  observatio n a s a  call-take r  an d dispatche r 
i n a  9-1- 1 operation s center ,  includin g a  larg e corpu s 
of  vide o recording s o f  call-taker s processin g "calls " 
at  thei r  wor k stations ,  allow s u s t o identif y som e o f 
thes e problem s an d sugges t  a n alternativ e strateg y fo r 
th e stud y o f  practica l  huma n conduc t  i n situ .  Fro m 
thi s alternativ e view ,  socia l  practice s rathe r  tha n 
person s an d thei r  psychologica l  propertie s nee d t o b e 
place d a t  th e cente r  o f  analyti c attention ;  accordingly , 
persona l  attribute s o r  skill s ca n n o w b e see n a s 
instantiation s of ,  o r  derivativ e propertie s from , 
acculturate d publi c conduc t  comprisin g th e matri x o f 
socia l  affair s (Coulter ,  1989) . 
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