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Why This Matters 
An average of 17.6 U.S. veterans died by suicide per 
day in 2022—the most recent data available. This was 
more than double the rate for nonveterans. Preventing 
suicide is a top stated priority of the Department of 
Veterans Affairs (VA). VA runs the Veterans Crisis 
Line: a 24/7 phone, chat, and text service, staffed by 
crisis responders who support veterans and their family 
and friends (i.e., customers).  
 

 

GAO Key Takeaways 
Crisis line data show it had about 3.8 million customer 
interactions from fiscal year 2021 through 2024, with the 
number increasing each year (see figure). We found the 
crisis line faces challenges: 

• Customers with complex needs. The crisis line 
provides specialized training to responders in a unit 
that addresses complex callers. However, these 
callers are increasingly being routed to responders 
who may not have received the training, raising 
service quality and staffing concerns that could put 
customers at risk. 

• Chat and text. Procedures for staff in this unit—
such as responding to more than one customer at 
once—as well as how the unit is staffed may have 
adverse effects, including increased customer wait 
times and responder burnout, which could also put 
customers at risk.  

Further, in July 2024, VA determined that, as a non-
clinical service, the procedure the crisis line was using to 
disclose incidents to customers or their representatives 
in cases when actions or inactions created a significant 
risk of harm to the customer was not applicable. The 
crisis line withdrew the procedure and a new one has not 
been established. This runs counter to VA’s goal of 
building trust with stakeholders through transparency 
and accountability. 

Number of Veterans Crisis Line Customer Interactions, 
Fiscal Years 2021-2024 

 

How GAO Did This Study 
We obtained, reviewed, and analyzed crisis line 
documents as well as data from fiscal years 2021 
through 2024; interviewed crisis line officials; surveyed 
all crisis line responders and conducted interviews with a 
non-generalizable sample of eight responders. 

What GAO Recommends 
VA should ensure the crisis line more comprehensively 
assesses risks of adverse effects for its customers with 
complex needs and those using chat and text, making 
adjustments to procedures and staffing, as needed; and 
ensure that it has a procedure for disclosing incidents. 
VA agreed with GAO’s recommendations and identified 
steps VHA plans to take to implement them. 

For more information, contact: Alyssa M. Hundrup at 
hundrupa@gao.gov. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-25-107182
mailto:hundrupa@gao.gov
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441 G St. N.W. 
Washington, DC 20548 

June 2, 2025 

The Honorable Jerry Moran 
Chairman 
Committee on Veterans’ Affairs 
United States Senate 

Veterans suffer a disproportionately high rate of suicide compared to non-
veterans. In 2022, the suicide rate for U.S. veterans was more than twice 
as high than for nonveterans and an average of 17.6 veterans died by 
suicide per day.1 Suicide prevention is the Department of Veterans 
Affairs’ (VA) top stated clinical priority, according to its strategic plan.2 To 
this end, VA operates the Veterans Crisis Line (VCL). The VCL is a 24/7 
national toll-free number, online chat, and text messaging service for 
qualifying individuals. In addition to veterans themselves, the VCL serves 
veterans’ family members and friends.3 

As of March 2025, the VCL employed more than 1,000 crisis responders, 
all of whom answer phone calls on the VCL’s main phone line from 
customers (how the VCL refers to individuals that contact the crisis line). 
A subset of responders is assigned to a “customers with complex needs” 
(CWCN) unit, which handles complex or high-frequency callers on a 
separate line. Another subset of responders is assigned to the digital 
services unit, which handles chat and text-based crisis support. In 
addition to the training all crisis responders receive, CWCN and digital 
services units’ responders are to receive specialized training specific to 
those units. 

Since 2016, we and the VA Office of Inspector General have raised 
questions about various aspects of VCL operations, including call wait 
times, the provision of crisis services, and oversight and quality 

 
1See the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, Office of Suicide Prevention, 2024 National 
Veteran Suicide Prevention Annual Report, December 2024.The rate of veteran suicides 
per day in 2022—the most recent data available—was consistent with recent prior years: 
between 2017 and 2021 rates per day ranged from 16.8 in 2020 to 18.6 in 2018.  

2See Department of Veterans Affairs, Fiscal Years 2022-28 Strategic Plan. 

3The VA operates the VCL through the 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline, which serves anyone 
in suicidal crisis or emotional distress. 988 is administered by the Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administration. To reach the VCL, individuals dial 988 and then 
press 1.  
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assurance.4 More recently, media reports have described allegations of 
inadequate staffing and training at the VCL, specifically within the CWCN 
unit.5 You asked us to further review the VCL’s operations. 

In this report, we: 

1. describe data on VCL interactions—calls, texts, and chats—for 
fiscal years 2021 through 2024; 

2. examine VCL procedures for operating the crisis line; and 

3. examine VCL’ s monitoring of crisis responders’ call, text, and 
chat interactions. 

To describe data on VCL calls, texts, and chats for fiscal years 2021 
through 2024, we obtained national data for those years from the VCL. 
The VCL uses different systems for each medium (call, text, and chat) 
and thus, we obtained data from each system separately. For each 
medium, we analyzed the volume of customer interactions, wait times for 
calls, response times for text and chats, and other variables.6 

To examine VCL procedures for operating the crisis line, we reviewed VA 
and VCL documentation, such as on procedures for handling customer 
interactions as well as for staffing and training crisis responders, and 

 
4See, for example, GAO, Veterans Crisis Line: Additional Testing, Monitoring, and 
Information Needed to Ensure Better Quality Service. GAO-16-373. Washington, D.C.: 
May 2016.; Department of Veterans Affairs’ Office of Inspector General, Veterans Health 
Administration: Insufficient Veterans Crisis Line Management of Two Callers with 
Homicidal Ideation, and an Inadequate Primary Care Assessment at the Montana VA 
Health Care System in Fort Harrison, 20-00545-115, April 15, 2021.; and Department of 
Veterans Affairs’ Office of Inspector General, Veterans Health Administration: A Patient’s 
Suicide Following Veterans Crisis Line Mismanagement and Deficient Follow-Up Actions 
by the Veterans Crisis Line and Audie L. Murphy Memorial Veterans Hospital in San 
Antonio, Texas. 22-00507-211. Sept. 14, 2023. 

5See, for example, “‘Complex’ Calls to VA Crisis Line Being Handed Off to Understaffed, 
Undertrained Unit, Whistleblowers Allege,” Military.Com Daily News, Nov. 15, 2023.  

6For calls, wait times are defined as the time a caller spends waiting for a responder to 
become available plus the time the call spent ringing after being routed to a responder. 
For chats and texts, response times are defined as the time it takes for a customer’s text 
or chat to be accepted by the system and for a responder to write and send an initial 
response. 

For the purposes of our report, we rounded percentages to the nearest whole number.  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-16-373
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interviewed VCL officials about them.7 We analyzed available VCL data 
related to crisis responder staffing and workload.8 We also analyzed data 
from the VCL’s CWCN database to determine whether the VCL was 
reviewing CWCN interventions in accordance with VCL policy.9 

In addition, we surveyed all VCL crisis responders and asked closed-
ended and open-ended questions on topics including VCL procedures, 
workload and work environment, and training. The survey had a response 
rate of 51 percent, and, as such, our results could be subject to 
nonresponse bias.10 We did not analyze differences between the 
populations who did and did not respond, and therefore, crisis 
responders’ answers cannot be generalized to the full population of 
responders at the VCL. To obtain more in-depth information on topics 
covered in our survey, we conducted semi-structured interviews with a 
non-generalizable sample of eight crisis responders.11 Finally, we 
evaluated the VCL’s procedures for operating the crisis line against 
federal internal control standards, such as those related to identifying and 

 
7See, for example, Department of Veterans Affairs, Veterans Health Administration, 
Operations of the Veterans Crisis Line Center, VHA Directive 1503(2) (Washington, D.C.: 
May 26, 2020); Veterans Crisis Line, Standard Operating Procedure for Call Flow, VCL-S-
ACT-216-2308 (August 2023);and Veterans Crisis Line, Standard Operating Procedure for 
Additional Customer Types, VCL-S-ACT-246-2106 (June 2021). 

8Specifically, we analyzed data on responder turnover and vacancy rates from fiscal year 
2021 through fiscal year 2024; the number of responders scheduled for a shift and how 
many actually worked on the shift from January 2024 to April 2024; and the number of 
chats individual digital service responders handled during a shift from April 2024 through 
September 2024. The time frames for data analyzed for this objective vary and are 
dependent in part on when we requested the data from the VCL as well as the complexity 
of the data involved. 

9See Veterans Crisis Line, Policy for Veterans Crisis Line Customers with Complex 
Needs, VCL-P-ACT-227-1901 (January 2019). We analyzed data dated Oct. 1, 2022, 
through May 9, 2024. 

10From May 20, 2024, through July 12, 2024, we sent the survey to 946 responders and 
received 484 completed surveys.  

11We also contacted three Veterans Service Organizations to obtain their views on the 
VCL. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 4 GAO-25-107182  Veterans Crisis Line 

responding to risks, and the Veterans Health Administration’s (VHA) 
directive on VCL operations.12 

To examine VCL monitoring of crisis responders’ calls, text, and chat 
interactions, we reviewed the data that the VCL uses to monitor incoming 
customer interactions, as well as VHA and VCL policies related to 
establishing data metrics and related goals. We also examined other 
relevant VHA and VCL documentation. This included the standards the 
VCL has set for responders’ interactions with customers and procedures 
for responding to incidents, and interviewed VCL officials on these 
topics.13 Additionally, we analyzed monthly VCL data on the results of 
VCL quality assurance reviews from fiscal year 2023 through fiscal year 
2024. We compared the results of our analysis against documents 
developed by the VCL to improve responders’ compliance with quality 
assurance standards. We also reviewed VCL documentation for a non-
generalizable sample of critical incidents and veteran suicides not 
categorized as critical incidents to provide illustrative examples of how the 
VCL responded after receiving a report of a potential incident involving 
the VCL’s interaction with a customer.14 We compared the results of our 

 
12See Department of Veterans Affairs, Operations of the Veterans Crisis Line Center (May 
26, 2020). 
Internal control is a process effected by an entity’s oversight body, management, and 
other personnel that provides reasonable assurance that the objectives of an entity will be 
achieved. See GAO, Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, 
GAO-14-704G (Washington, D.C.: September 2014). 

13See, for example, the following publications of the Veterans Crisis Line, Policy for 
Veterans Crisis Line Social Science Specialist Interaction Standards and Silent 
Monitoring. VCL-P-ACT-229-2306, June 2023; Policy for Veterans Crisis Line for 
Managing Critical Incidents and Near Misses, VCL-P-ACT-109-2108, August 2021; 
Veterans Crisis Line Standard Operating Procedure for Reporting and Managing of Critical 
Incidents and Near Misses. VCL-S-ACT-109-2108, August 2021. See also the following 
publications of the Department of Veterans Affairs, Veterans Health Administration, 
Disclosure of Adverse Events to Patients, VHA Directive 1004.08 (Washington, D.C.: Oct. 
31, 2018); Operations of the Veterans Crisis Line Center (May 26, 2020). 

14According to VCL policy, a critical incident is any event or situation brought about by the 
actions, or lack of actions, by VCL staff, technical failure, or an established VCL process 
or gap in process, that creates a significant risk of substantial or serious harm to the 
physical or mental health, safety or well-being of a caller. Critical incidents include, but are 
not limited to, issues delaying or impeding access to care (e.g., poor customer service, 
technical issues, inaccurate or misdirected suicide prevention coordinator requests, 
emergency dispatch sent to the wrong location). See Veterans Crisis Line, Policy for 
Veterans Crisis Line for Managing Critical Incidents and Near Misses. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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examination of the VCL’s monitoring of incidents against the goals stated 
in VA’s strategic plan.15 

To assess the reliability of each data source above, we reviewed related 
documentation, interviewed VCL officials on procedures VCL uses to 
collect and store the data, and performed electronic testing to identify any 
missing data and obvious errors as appropriate. Based on this 
assessment, we determined that the data were sufficiently reliable for the 
purposes of our reporting objectives. For our full scope and methodology, 
see Appendix I. 

We conducted this performance audit from November 2023 to June 2025 
in accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards. 
Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that 
the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

According to VA’s Strategic Plan, suicide prevention is VA’s stated top 
clinical priority for fiscal years 2022 through 2028. The department has 
funded and implemented numerous suicide prevention programs.16 VHA’s 
Office of Suicide Prevention is responsible for overseeing these 
programs, including the VCL.17 

Starting in 2022, customers reach the VCL by phone by pressing 1 after 
dialing the Suicide and Crisis Lifeline’s 988 number—a general line that 
provides support to people in suicidal crisis or emotional distress; or by 
contacting the VCL via online chat and text messaging.18 The VCL started 
as a phone line only, which customers reached through the Lifeline’s 
previous 1-800 number and pressing 1 or by contacting any VA medical 

 
15See Department of Veterans Affairs, Fiscal Years 2022-28 Strategic Plan.  

16In addition to the services offered by the VCL and the VA health care system, such 
programs have included partnerships between VA and all states and territories to develop 
a strategic action plan focused on suicide prevention as well as partnerships with more 
than 1,700 community-based coalitions to engage veterans in crisis at the grassroots 
level. 

17In July 2023, VHA approved changes to its organizational structure that included moving 
the Suicide Prevention Program out of the Office of Mental Health and Suicide Prevention 
and into a separate program office, the Office of Suicide Prevention.  

18The Veterans Crisis Line can also be reached online at 
http://www.VeteransCrisisLine.net, or by sending a text message to 838255. 

Background 

VCL History 
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center or clinic and pressing 7. See figure 1 for more information on the 
VCL’s history. 

Figure 1: History of the Veterans Crisis Line 

 
aNational Suicide Hotline Prevention Act of 2018, Pub. L. No. 115-233, § 3, 132 Stat. 2424 (2018). 
bNational Suicide Hotline Designation Act of 2020, Pub. L. No. 116-172, § 3, 134 Stat. 832 (2020). 

When the VCL was first established in 2007, it employed 14 crisis 
responders in one call center. As it added online chat and text messaging 
capabilities and the volume of calls, chats, and texts to the VCL grew, it 
progressively increased the number of responders. The VCL also opened 
two additional call centers in 2016 and 2018. 

Beginning in 2021, in anticipation of increased demand for its services 
following the rollout of the national hotline (‘988 press 1’), the VCL 
significantly increased its staffing levels, and has continued to do so in the 
years since. Starting in 2024, the VCL also began to increase the number 
of crisis responders able to work in its CWCN and digital services units. 
For example, the number of responders trained to work in the digital 
services unit grew from 314 in May 2024 to 713 in March 2025, and those 
trained to work in the CWCN grew from 121 to 179 in this same time 
frame, according to VA staffing data. The VCL’s fiscal year 2024 budget 
totaled about $300 million. 

 

VCL Staffing and Budget 
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As of March 2025, VA authorized the VCL to employ 1,280 crisis 
responders and 132 crisis responder supervisors, an increase from 916 
authorized crisis responder positions and 90 authorized supervisory 
positions in March 2021 (see figure 2.).19 

Figure 2: Veterans Crisis Line Staff Authorized and Employed, March 2025 

 
VCL officials stated that, as of March 2025, responder staffing levels had 
not been impacted by recent VA staff reductions, but it is unclear how 
ongoing and planned efforts to reduce VA staffing levels will impact the 
VCL’s operations in the longer term. 

 

 

 
19In August 2024, the Department of Veterans Affairs Office of Inspector General 
recommended the VCL director determine the optimal ratio of supervisors to supervise 
frontline crisis responders, and in response the VCL determined the optimal ratio was one 
supervisor to 10 responders. Through our own analysis of January to April fiscal year 
2024 supervisor and crisis responder staffing data, we found that VCL generally 
maintained this ratio of crisis responders to supervisors. See Department of Veterans 
Affairs, Office of Inspector General, Veterans Crisis Line Implementation of 988 Press 1 
Preparation and Leaders’ Response, August 2024 (23-00925-227). 
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All crisis responders must take training as a prerequisite to customer 
interaction. This training includes classroom and on-the-job training, in 
which experienced responders observe trainees during live calls. The 
VCL also provides ongoing training for responders through its Training 
Management System, including to address policy and procedural 
changes. 

Additionally, responders serving in the CWCN and digital services units 
must take training specific to those units. 

• CWCN training is a 32-hour program that includes classroom 
instruction on procedures like utilizing specific behavioral 
management techniques to help CWCNs reduce their reliance upon 
the VCL and escalating interactions to management. It also includes 
shadowing and being observed by more experienced CWCN 
responders during live calls. In June 2024, according to officials, the 
VCL transitioned from having CWCN training run within the CWCN 
unit to having it run by the VCL training group, in part to increase 
training availability. Officials indicated that in the first 3 months since 
this change, 56 responders received CWCN training. Prior to the 
transition, from fiscal year 2021 through fiscal year 2023, the VCL 
trained an average of 25 responders per year. 

• Digital services training includes two courses with instruction for 
using chat and text platforms, as well as skills for text and chat-based 
communication, such as conversational writing. After completion of 
these courses, responders are to have on-the-job-training, in which 
they are observed by other responders experienced in chat and text. 
As of May 2024, the VCL began preparations to train all phone 
responders for digital services after working as a main phone line 
responder for 6 months. 

The VCL expects all responders to mitigate customers’ risk for harm, 
whether interacting by call, text, or chat. More specifically, responders are 
expected to perform tasks including conducting risk assessments to 
identify suicide or other risk factors, addressing the crisis presented, and 
seeking supervisory guidance when needed, all to ensure safety for each 
customer, per VCL policy. 

When there is risk of imminent harm that responders are not able to 
mitigate, the VCL expects responders to work with its social service 
assistants to coordinate an emergency response or welfare check. In 
turn, social service assistants are to convey information to emergency 
services to allow emergency dispatch to locate a customer in need. VCL 

VCL Training 

VCL Customer 
Interactions 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 9 GAO-25-107182  Veterans Crisis Line 

social service assistants also assist with facility transport plans and notify 
suicide prevention coordinators at VA medical centers about VCL 
customers with urgent or emergent mental health care needs.20 

VCL responders answer customer phone calls individually, but may have 
concurrent interactions for texts and chats, in which they are responding 
to more than one customer at the same time. The VCL expects 
responders to document interactions in the VCL’s records management 
system, Medora. The VCL also provides post-call follow-up, such as 
caring letters and peer support service calls.21 (See figure 3.) 

 

 
20A facility transport plan is developed in instances where the customer agrees to present 
to a treatment facility without the assistance of emergency services to help ensure the 
customer reaches the treatment facility safely.  

When the VCL notifies suicide prevention coordinators at VA medical centers about a 
customer, coordinators are responsible for facilitating the resolution of the customer’s 
needs as identified in VCL’s notification as well as re-assessing the customer for any 
potential risk. This includes facilitating mental health care follow-up, through a VA medical 
center or community referrals, when applicable, within three business days.  

21The VCL’s National Care Coordination service administers the Caring Letters program, 
in which VCL customers who are veterans receive at least eight letters over the course of 
a year after contact with the VCL to demonstrate ongoing support and reduce risks 
associated with isolation, according to officials. The VCL’s Peer Support Outreach Center 
also conducts outreach to customers who are veterans. According to officials, this 
program has highly trained peer specialists who follow-up with veterans who have 
contacted the VCL to build rapport, assist them in identifying personal wellness and 
recovery goals, establish plans for how to move towards those goals, and help in 
transitioning to resources that may help them achieve these goals.  
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Figure 3: Process for Veterans Crisis Line Customer Interactions 

 
aEmergency response could include an emergency dispatch or a facility transport plan to ensure a 
customer gets to a treatment facility safely. 
bFor calls, the crisis responder completes documentation of the interaction once the call is completed. 
For chat and text, they must complete documentation at the same time as ongoing chats and texts. 
cSuicide prevention coordinators at VA medical centers are responsible facilitating the resolution of 
customers’ needs as identified in the VCL’s alert as well as re-assessing the customer for any 
potential risk. This includes facilitating mental health care follow-up, through a VA medical center or 
community referrals, when applicable, within three business days. 

The VCL created the CWCN unit in 2017 to manage customers who call 
at a high frequency, as well as those who are abusive, exhibit sexually 
inappropriate behavior, or make threats of violence toward VCL staff. The 
CWCN unit only serves customers who contact the VCL by telephone, as 
opposed to online chat or text messaging. 

VCL considers customers for placement in the CWCN based on reports 
that crisis responders electronically submit to the VCL Disruptive 
Behavior Review Team. This team is comprised of former crisis 
responders with varying mental health backgrounds and advises on 
issues related to disruptive behavior reports, according to VCL officials.22 
This team reviews the customer’s behavior on any prior VCL calls and 
determines whether to designate the customer as a CWCN and, if so, 
what interventions for engaging with the customer during future 
interactions should be applied. The VCL’s telephone system flags all 
CWCNs to notify crisis responders who answer their calls that they will be 
interacting with a CWCN. To have the CWCN flag removed, the 

 
22According to VCL policy, disruptive behavior is behavior that interferes with the delivery 
of safe care to customers at the VCL, or behavior that impedes the operations of the VCL.  

Customers with Complex 
Needs 
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Disruptive Behavior Review Team must determine that applied 
interventions are no longer appropriate. 

From fiscal year 2021 through fiscal year 2024, VCL data show the crisis 
line had about 3.8 million customer interactions.23 Calls comprised most 
of these interactions, at 83 percent, chats comprised 10 percent, and 
texts the remaining 7 percent. While texts comprised the smallest 
percentage, they also represented the most rapid rate of growth over the 
time period, increasing by over 80 percent, compared with nearly 40 
percent for interactions overall (see figure 4). 

Figure 4: Veterans Crisis Line Customer Interactions, Fiscal Years 2021- 2024 

 
VCL calls. VCL data show that 94 percent of the 3.1 million calls to the 
VCL from fiscal year 2021 through fiscal year 2024 were routed to a main 
phone line responder; those routed to a CWCN crisis responder 
comprised the remaining 6 percent. Answered calls—99 percent of all 
calls—had an average wait time of 9.3 seconds and a median wait time of 

 
23VCL officials said that because customers may use different numbers to contact the 
VCL, they are not able to accurately track the actual number of unique individuals who 
contact the VCL.  

VCL Customer 
Interactions 
Increased by Nearly 
40 Percent from 
Fiscal Year 2021 
through 2024 
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8 seconds; wait times for calls that were ultimately abandoned were 
longer, as were wait times for calls to the CWCN. (See figure 5.)24 

Figure 5: Veterans Crisis Line Call Wait Times, Fiscal Years 2021-2024 

 
Note: As recommended by Veterans Crisis Line officials, we excluded the time CWCNs spent waiting 
in a queue (i.e., a predetermined hold) in our calculations of wait times, because time in queue does 
not reflect how quickly the crisis line is able to answer a call. 
aWe found that 0.03 percent (51) of answered CWCN calls and 0.06 percent (12) of abandoned 
CWCN calls had wait times longer than 4 minutes. 
bWe found that 0.002 percent (54) of answered main line calls and 0.05 percent (14) of abandoned 
main line calls had wait times longer than 4 minutes. 
cWe found that 0.003 percent (105) of all answered calls and 0.05 percent (26) of all abandoned calls 
had wait times longer than 4 minutes. 

 

 
24As recommended by VCL officials, we excluded the time CWCNs spent waiting in a 
queue (i.e., a predetermined hold) in our calculations of wait times, because time in queue 
does not reflect how quickly the crisis line is able to answer a call.  
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The VCL has set a service goal of answering 95 percent of calls within 20 
seconds or less. For calls, in the aggregate, VCL met this goal over the 
time period of our review. However, it fell short of this goal for calls that 
were abandoned—that is when callers hung up before a responder 
answered—or were routed to the CWCN. (See figure 6.) 

Figure 6: Veterans Crisis Line Calls with Wait Times Longer than 20-Second 
Maximum Goal, Fiscal Years 2021-2024 

 
Note: As of March 2024, CWCN callers were automatically redirected to a main line responder if there 
were not CWCN responders immediately available. Previously, this redirection occurred after 180 
seconds. Callers waiting for the main line were redirected to the CWCN if there was no responder 
availability after 60 seconds. In both cases, callers would be redirected back to the line to which they 
were originally routed if a responder on that line became available before a responder on the line to 
which they were redirected. 
aAbandoned calls are those in which callers hang up before a responder answers. While reasons for 
abandoned calls can vary, some callers likely hang up because they had to wait too long. 
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VCL texts and chats. From fiscal year 2021 through fiscal year 2024, 
crisis responders answered 98 percent of the 243,517 texts to the VCL 
and the 391,007 chats received, according to VCL data. Concurrent 
interactions (those handled at the same time as at least one other text or 
chat) were more likely to be abandoned and made up 8 percent of texts 
and 12 percent of chats over the time period.25 

It also took crisis responders longer to send initial responses for 
concurrent texts and chats once answered. For example, responders 
answered non-concurrent texts in less than 30 seconds, on average; 
average response time more than doubled (1 minute) for concurrent texts 
(see figure 7).26 

 
25Specifically, over the time period of our review, customers abandoned 5 percent of 
concurrent chats and 3 percent of concurrent texts before a responder answered.  

26As discussed later in this report, VA is in the process of developing a service goal for 
responding to chats and texts, which it anticipates finalizing in summer 2025. VCL officials 
said text and chat response times cannot be directly compared to call wait times because 
of how the interactions differ. Officials explained that wait times for calls end once the 
responder answers the call. In contrast, response times for chats and texts end once the 
responder writes and sends a response, which would be expected to take longer.  
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Figure 7: Veterans Crisis Line Answered Chat and Text Response Times, Fiscal 
Years 2021-2024 

 
Notes: The VCL changed chat platforms in August 2024, and due to comparability and reliability 
issues, we did not include chat data for August and September 2024 in our analysis. Concurrent 
interactions are interactions where responders are handling a text or chat at the same time as at least 
one other text or chat. 
aWe excluded 10 non-concurrent interactions and one concurrent text interaction due to missing 
response times. 
bWe found that 0.3 percent (1,139) of non-concurrent chats had response times longer than 4 
minutes. 
cWe found that 0.2 percent (350) of non-concurrent texts had response times longer than 4 minutes. 
dWe found that 1.2 percent (528) of concurrent chats had response times longer than 4 minutes. 
eWe found that 1.9 percent (382) of concurrent texts had response times longer than 4 minutes. 
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For texts and chats customers abandoned before a responder answered 
(2 percent or 13,868 of all texts and chats), we found that customers 
generally waited for longer periods of time before abandoning an 
interaction, compared with interactions that responders answered. For 
example, for texts, customers waited an average of 30.5 seconds for 
those that were answered and an average of 2.6 minutes when they 
decided to abandon the interaction. Likewise, for chats, customers waited 
an average of 27.3 seconds for those that were answered and an 
average of 1.6 minutes when they decided to abandon the interaction. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We found the VCL has detailed procedures in place for managing its 
phone line, including call flows that dictate how calls are routed to 
responders, both for the main phone line and for the CWCN (see figure 
8).27 

 
27See Veterans Crisis Line, Standard Operating Procedure for Call Flow. 

VCL Has Procedures 
in Place for Operating 
Its Crisis Line, but 
Procedures Related 
to CWCN and Digital 
Services Units May 
Pose Risks to 
Customers 

VCL Has Detailed 
Procedures to Manage Its 
Phone Line 
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Figure 8: Call Flow for Veterans Crisis Line Main Phone Line Compared with CWCN 
Unit  

 

The VCL has a variety of other key procedures for managing its phone 
line. 
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Procedures for handling CWCNs. CWCNs can have one or multiple 
interventions applied, including: 

• Customers may have individually tailored protocols attached to their 
phone numbers that responders—whether in the CWCN unit or the 
main phone line—are to use for guidance as to how best engage and 
meet the needs of the customer. VCL policy requires that the 
Disruptive Behavior Review Team review these protocols every 90 
days to determine if the protocol is still appropriate for the customer.28 

• Customers may be routed directly to the CWCN unit in which CWCN 
responders are specially trained to provide services to complex 
callers. VCL policy requires that the Disruptive Behavior Review Team 
review routed CWCNs every 90 days to determine if routing is still 
appropriate for the customer. 

• Customers may be placed in a temporary queue (according to 
officials, either 10 or 30 minutes) before being routed to the CWCN 
unit.29 This practice is intended to help CWCNs modify their behavior 
with responders. While in a queue, the CWCN hears a “caring 
message” about why they are waiting for a response, how to shape 
their behavior to be removed from a queue, and what to do if in crisis. 
VCL policy requires that the Disruptive Behavior Review Team review 
queued CWCNs weekly to determine if queuing is still appropriate for 
each customer. 

Procedures for handling abusive customers on the main phone line. 
As of December 2024, responders are instructed to try redirecting a 
customer’s behavior once before disconnecting the call if the redirection 
does not work, for abusive customers not directly routed to the CWCN 
unit, whether identified as CWCNs or not, according to officials.30 

 
28See Veterans Crisis Line, Standard Operating Procedure for Processing Disruptive 
Behavior Reports.  

29According to VCL policy, anyone who is flagged as high risk for suicide or who has been 
assessed by VCL as at risk to self or others cannot be placed in a queue. See Veterans 
Crisis Line, Standard Operating Procedure for Processing Disruptive Behavior Reports. 

30Customers with complex needs include high frequency callers, prank callers, and 
customers who are sexually inappropriate or otherwise abusive towards responders. VCL 
data show that from fiscal years 2021 through 2024, 86 percent of these callers were 
those flagged as a CWCN but whose interventions did not include being routed directly to 
the unit. About seven percent were not a known CWCN, and about seven percent could 
not be categorized because a phone number was missing in VCL call data. 

VCL Reviews of Interventions for 
Customers with Complex Needs 
Based on our analysis of entries from the 
VCL’s customers with complex needs 
(CWCN) database from October 1, 2022, 
through May 9, 2024, the VCL was generally 
reviewing interventions for CWCNs in 
accordance with its policy. Specifically, we 
found the following: 
Queued interventions: VCL reviewed 89 
percent of entries (3,518 out of 3,942) within 7 
days per policy, and 98 percent within 9 days 
(3,854 out of 3,942); 
Routed interventions: VCL reviewed 89 
percent of entries (1,420 out of 1,596) within 
90 days per policy, and 98 percent within 92 
days (1,560 out of 1,596); 
Protocol interventions: VCL reviewed 81 
percent of entries (4,354 out of 5,369) within 
90 days per policy and 97 percent (5,201 out 
of 5,369) within 92 days. 
We examined entries completed 2 days 
beyond the deadline to account for weekends, 
holidays, or other additional days beyond the 
VCL’s control. 
Source: GAO analysis of Veterans Crisis Line (VCL) data.  |  
GAO-25-107182 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 19 GAO-25-107182  Veterans Crisis Line 

• For high frequency or prank callers, responders must follow standard 
procedure and assess suicide or homicide risk first, as they would for 
other customers. 

• If a customer is being sexually inappropriate or otherwise abusive 
towards a responder, the responder does not need to conduct a full 
assessment. However, according to VCL officials, responders cannot 
disconnect with callers if risk of harm to self or others has been 
identified in the interaction. Instead, the responders should continue 
with the interaction until the risk can be mitigated. 

Prior to December 2024, responders were instructed to redirect an 
abusive customer’s behavior twice before transferring the customer to the 
CWCN unit through a specific phone extension. The VCL plans to 
examine the effects of the policy change on responders and customers as 
part of an ongoing assessment of CWCN policies.31 

Procedures for documenting interactions with callers. The VCL uses 
Medora as its records management system, including for customer 
information. Documentation responders must enter in Medora includes 
information such as the reason for the interaction, the customer’s level of 
violent behavior risk, and any resources provided to the customer.32 

Procedures for calling back customers who hang up or are 
disconnected. When technology issues occur, the VCL has procedures 
in place for contacting customers.33 For example, responders are 
instructed to call back and leave a voicemail compliant with the Health 
Insurance Portability and Accountability Act, if they suspect technical 

 
31VCL officials said they changed the procedure in December 2024 due to responder 
burnout, low use of the CWCN transfer extension (VCL data show there were 5,232 such 
transfers from fiscal year 2021 through fiscal year 2024), and the small number of 
customers who remained on the line during the transfer process.  

32See Veterans Crisis Line, Standard Operating Procedure for Social Science Specialist 
(Crisis Responder) Documentation Guidelines.  

33See Veterans Crisis Line, Standard Operating Procedure for Call Flow. 

According to VCL officials, since 2023, a significant portion of phone outages have related 
to issues with call routing between Vibrant, the phone system used for the 988 crisis line—
which VCL callers dial first and then press 1 to be connected to the VCL—and VCL’s 
phone system, suggesting the need to reconsider VCL’s current use of blind transfer 
routing, which optimizes speed but does not oversee the call’s path to the VCL. Instead, 
the VCL would use supervised transfers, which would allow for full visibility of a call’s path 
from 988 to a VCL responder. Following an assessment of the risks and benefits of 
changing their approach, according to VCL officials, VCL implemented supervised 
transfers in January 2025. 
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issues on the call or hear something of concern from the customer before 
a hang up or disconnection.34 

The VCL also has procedures in place for staffing responders to main 
phone line shifts. For example, the VCL’s internal data team develops 
projections to determine the number of responders needed on the main 
phone line per shift, according to officials.35 

VCL also monitors main phone line calls in real time to manage 
responder availability and to maximize coverage, officials said. For 
example, if there are fewer than 10 responders available to answer a call, 
VCL staff will recommend shifting responders working in the digital 
services or CWCN units to the main phone line. Such recommendations 
are made by staff assigned to monitor phone line operations, referred to 
within the VCL as “air traffic controllers.” 

We identified a VCL procedure for CWCN that may pose risks for such 
customers as well as for responders. In March 2024, the VCL made a 
procedural change to immediately redirect CWCN callers to available 
main phone line responders when there is no responder available in the 
CWCN unit.36 Previously, this redirection occurred after 180 seconds. 

Such main-phone-line staff lack specific training for handling CWCN calls 
and thus may not be well-equipped to handle such interactions. 
Specifically, 84 percent of main phone line responders have not received 
CWCN unit training as of March 2025, according to VCL data, to assist for 
such complex calls. 

VCL data indicate that CWCN wait times and the number of abandoned 
CWCN calls have dropped since VCL implemented the procedural 

 
34Additionally, per officials, in April 2024, the VCL started a pilot project that prompts 
responders to call back any phone number that hangs up after waiting 180 seconds or 
more to ensure callers with long wait times are able to speak with a responder if there is a 
need. VCL officials reported that calls meeting the criteria have been limited since the pilot 
began, but officials also said they are considering making the pilot part of standard 
operating procedures.  

35According to VCL officials, the VCL performs a staff forecasting analysis to measure 
workload of responders on the main phone line by day of the week and time of day, along 
with estimated staffing requirements in 15-minute increments based on factors such as 
call volume, call handle time, documentation time, staff tours, trainings, and changes in 
the ratio of time responders spend on different activities.  

36Callers will be redirected back to the CWCN if there is also no main phone line 
availability and a CWCN responder becomes available before a main line responder.  

VCL Procedure Related to 
Its CWCN Unit May Pose 
Risks to Customers 
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change.37 However, the number of calls intended for the CWCN, but 
redirected to the main phone line, have sharply increased. Specifically, 
since the procedural change went into effect in March 2024 through 
September 2024, main phone line responders answered over 6,000 calls 
intended for the CWCN unit. This represents about a quarter of all calls 
the CWCN unit answered during this time period. In comparison, less 
than14,000 such redirects occurred across the prior 3.5 years. 

VCL officials said they made the procedural change because they had 
concerns about CWCN wait times. In discussing why they chose this 
approach over other options, such as increasing staffing levels for CWCN 
shifts, officials said that they assume main line responders can handle 
CWCN callers similarly to CWCN-trained responders because there are 
established protocols responders can follow for interacting with CWCNs. 

However, in our survey, main phone line responders indicated that they 
faced problems interacting with difficult or abusive CWCNs. (See Figure 9 
for examples.) VCL officials also acknowledged that responders who 
have not been trained to work in the CWCN unit may struggle during calls 
and need more recovery time after CWCN interactions. 

Figure 9: Selected Veterans Crisis Line Main Phone Line Responders’ Survey 
Comments on CWCN Callers 

 
 

37From March 2024 to September 2024, VCL data show that average CWCN wait times 
fell from 16 seconds to 8 seconds and the number of abandoned CWCN calls decreased 
from 867 calls to 126 calls. 
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As such, we found the March 2024 procedural change creates risks that 
CWCN callers may not consistently receive the service that best meets 
their needs and that responders may face challenges handling complex 
callers. According to federal standards for internal control, management 
should identify, analyze, and respond to risks related to achieving defined 
objectives.38 In addition, according to the VHA directive on VCL 
operations, the crisis line was established with the goal of optimizing 
veteran safety through predictable, consistent, and accessible crisis 
intervention services.39 

The VCL has taken some steps in this regard, such as examining data on 
changes in wait times for CWCN calls and in the number of calls main 
phone line responders answered that were intended for the CWCN unit. 
However, it has not examined other risks. Most notably, it has not 
compared the quality of CWCN calls handled by main line phone 
responders with those handled by CWCN-trained responders, which VCL 
officials acknowledged would help in understanding whether the shift in 
CWCN calls to main phone responders provided consistent service for 
customers.40 

To the extent complex calls are not handled as effectively by main phone 
line responders, the increase in these responders answering CWCN calls 
could lead to problems with service quality and customer safety. It could 
also lead to operational inefficiencies if, for example, high frequency 
callers overwhelm the main phone line. Moreover, it could contribute to 
responder burnout and turnover—the latter of which was 17 percent in 
2024. 

 

 

 

 
38See GAO-14-704G. 

39See Department of Veterans Affairs, Operations of the Veterans Crisis Line Center. 

40As discussed later in the report, the VCL has a process in place for monitoring the 
quality of responders’ interactions with customers. However, this process does not include 
comparing the quality of CWCN calls handled by main phone line responders and CWCN 
responders. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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VCL officials told us they do not have concerns about the turnover rate 
and have implemented programs to address burnout, such as allowing 
time for wellness activities when responder availability is high.41 At the 
same time, about half of the responders who answered our survey 
reported feeling burnt out from their work at the VCL. By more fully 
assessing the risks of the procedural change for customers and 
responders, the VCL will be able to determine whether the effects are 
consistent with the goal of optimizing veteran safety outlined in its 
operations directive or whether other changes are needed. 

More comprehensively assessing risk could also help identify if changes 
to staffing procedures for CWCN unit shifts are warranted. In reviewing 
VCL procedures for staffing the CWCN unit, we found the VCL does not 
develop projections to determine needed CWCN responder staffing levels 
per shift. Instead, it relies on historical staffing targets of five responders 
per shift—an approach that does not proactively account for changes in 
CWCN demand by shift and differs from the how the VCL staffs the main 
phone line.42 Additionally, VCL air traffic controllers prioritize main phone 
line responder availability over CWCN responder availability and do not 
proactively move responders into the CWCN unit (though they will 
consider requests from the unit for additional staff), according to VCL 
officials. 

As such, depending on the results of its assessment, the VCL may find 
that adjustments to staffing procedures are needed to ensure there are 
enough staff working in the CWCN unit to maintain service quality for 
customers and reduce burnout for responders. These staffing changes 
could be in addition to or instead of changes to other procedures and 
would be in line with the VHA directive on VCL operations, which states 

 
41According to VCL data from fiscal years 2021 through 2024, turnover rates peaked in 
2022 at 30 percent, before falling to17 percent in 2024. VCL officials explained that they 
did not have concerns about these rates, as a large volume of internal transfers inflated 
rates in those 3 years. Additionally, we found that VCL rates have been at or below 
turnover rates for behavioral health professionals generally, consistent with a recent study. 
See Department of Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration, Addressing Burnout in the Behavioral Health Workforce Through 
Organizational Strategies, PEP22-06-02-005 (Rockville, Md.: 2022). 

42VCL data on the number of staff scheduled for a shift and how many actually worked on 
the shift also indicate that staff may be calling out for CWCN shifts more frequently than 
main phone line shifts. Specifically, for January through March 2024, VCL data show the 
percentage of responders who worked on a shift out of the number scheduled ranged from 
49 percent to 100 percent, although most shifts were over 80 percent. Shifts with the 
lowest percent of scheduled responders working were typically CWCN evening shifts.  
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that the VCL Executive Director is responsible for maintaining appropriate 
staffing levels to achieve target service levels.43 

The VCL’s procedures for handling digital services customer interactions 
address similar topics as those for the phone line, such as customer 
interaction flows, documentation requirements, and responding to 
customer needs during system outages. However, the procedures also 
have key differences that we found contributed to workload challenges, 
especially for the chat platform, identified by responders in interviews and 
our survey. In particular, responders reported challenges with the digital 
services procedures including handling concurrent interactions, document 
requirements, and uneven chat distributions among respondents. (See 
appendix II for responses to our survey questions related to training, 
procedures, and workload and work environment). 

Responders are expected to handle up to two interactions 
concurrently, as demand requires.44 Approximately 47 percent of chat 
responders and 35 percent of text responders who answered our survey 
indicated that they often or always handle two interactions at once. 
Responders indicated that this procedure of handling more than one 
interaction at once can distract from each chat or text conversation and 
increases their feelings of burnout. 

Additionally, our analysis of VA data showed more than 1,500 instances 
of responders handling more than two concurrent interactions in chat and 
more than 500 in text from fiscal year 2021 through fiscal year 2024. This 
is not consistent with VCL procedures, and officials said it poses risks to 
customers and should not occur. Officials noted that historically, it was up 
to responders to accept chats and texts and that responders may have 
interactions that are idle, giving the responder the confidence to accept 
other customers. The VCL implemented a new chat platform in August 
2024, and the platform limits each responder to two chats at a time, 
according to officials. There is not a similar limitation available for the text 
platform. 

 

 
43See Department of Veterans Affairs, Operations of the Veterans Crisis Line Center.  

44See Veterans Crisis Line, Standard Operating Procedure for Digital Services Interaction 
Flow, VCL-S-ACT-271-2308 (August 2023). According to VCL officials, this procedure is in 
line with the procedures in place at other crisis lines. 

Responders Reported 
Certain Digital Services 
Procedures Create 
Workload Challenges That 
Could Result in Adverse 
Effects 
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Responders are expected to document interactions at the same time 
they are handling active interactions. Responders noted that for calls, 
they are given time after the call to document their interactions before 
taking another call. Such time is not given for texts and chats, per VCL 
officials and responders. Having to do both at the same time can create 
challenges as it distracts responders from ongoing chats and texts, 
especially if the responder is handling multiple interactions concurrently, 
according to responders. 

The VCL’s chat algorithm unevenly assigns chats among 
responders. Responders said the VCL’s chat algorithm assigns many 
chats to certain responders on a shift and very few chats to others.45 The 
VCL updated its algorithm when switching to its new chat platform, but 
the new chat platform was not implemented with the intention to address 
the algorithm problem, and responders reported mixed reviews as to 
whether it has improved chat distribution. The uneven assignment of 
chats can increase workload and feelings of burnout for responders who 
are assigned a greater number of chats than their colleagues on the 
same shift. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
45In reviewing VCL data on the number of chats handled by responders from April 2024 
through September 2024, we often found a large range in the number of chats handled by 
responders per day. For example, during the week of April 28, 2024, one responder 
handled 29 chats on one day while five responders each handled one chat. VCL officials 
said that the variation could be the result of factors unrelated to the algorithm, such as 
some responders getting moved from the chat platform to the main phone line during a 
shift and others working the whole shift, but they said they have not formally assessed the 
issue. 
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See Figure 10 for additional responses provided by digital services 
responders regarding these procedures and their workload. 

Figure 10: Selected Veterans Crisis Line Digital Services Responders’ Survey 
Comments on Workload 
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Data from our survey corroborate workload challenges within the chat 
platform. More chat responders indicated challenges with workload 
compared with text and main phone line responders (see figure 11). 

Figure 11: Veterans Crisis Line Responder Survey Results on Workload and Documentation 

 
Note: The survey had a response rate of 51 percent, and, as such, our results could be subject to 
nonresponse bias. We did not analyze differences between the populations who did and did not 
respond, and therefore, crisis responders’ answers cannot be generalized to the full population of 
responders at the VCL. Of the 946 main phone line responders who received our survey, 484 
submitted responses. Of the 325 chat responders who received our survey, 161 submitted 
responses, and of the 349 text responders who received our survey, 168 submitted responses. 
aMissing/not-applicable responses indicate that a responder taking the survey either skipped the 
question or indicated that they only served as a responder in the chat unit or text unit and could not 
provide an answer about the other digital services platform. 
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We found that the VCL has not adequately assessed the risks associated 
with the digital services procedures for which responders reported 
challenges and therefore lacks information on the effects of these 
procedures. For example, officials said: 

• The VCL had a pilot to evaluate the digital services procedure that 
requires responders to document interactions at the same time they 
are actively handling interactions.46 However, the VCL assessed the 
impact of the procedure for texts, and did not include chats in its 
evaluation. 

• The VCL has not assessed the effects of its chat program’s algorithm 
for assigning chats on responder workload or the effect of concurrent 
chats or texts on service quality for customers. 

Without such assessments, which would be in accordance with federal 
standards for internal control for risk management, adverse effects for 
customers and burnout and turnover among responders may occur. For 
example, among chat responders who answered our survey, 43 percent 
stated that their workload can make it difficult to be fully attuned to 
customers’ needs and to ensure their safety compared with 31 percent of 
main phone line responders and 35 percent of text responders. 

Additionally, customers were more likely to abandon concurrent chats and 
texts before a responder answered. For example, customers abandoned 
five percent of concurrent chats compared with 2 percent for 
nonconcurrent chats, from fiscal year 2021 to fiscal year 2024, according 
to VCL data. Such effects would be inconsistent with the VCL’s 
operations directive goal of optimizing veteran safety through predictable, 
consistent, and accessible crisis intervention services. 

More comprehensively assessing the risks associated with its digital 
services procedures would help the VCL understand whether it might be 
necessary to adjust its procedures to address responder workload 
challenges and ensure quality service for customers. It would also help it 
understand whether it might be necessary to adjust how it staffs digital 

 
46Officials said that the VCL conducted the pilot for 6 weeks from November through 
December 2023, with 26 crisis responders. According to the pilot study, text responders 
reported that due to the downtime in between responses while addressing some 
interactions, it is more efficient to complete documentation during the interaction rather 
than after the interaction, as sometimes it can take upwards of 10-15 minutes for a 
customer to respond to a text. 
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services shifts to maintain appropriate staffing levels as outlined in the 
VHA directive on VCL operations. 

We found that the VCL lacks data on digital services responders’ 
workload and, thus, what comprises adequate digital services staffing per 
shift. For example, officials said the VCL does not have data on how 
much time digital services responders are spending actively managing 
chats or texts or documenting interactions. Officials explained that this is 
because the VCL system that would capture such data shows responders 
as being assigned to chat or text but does not contain different codes for 
different digital services responder activities as it does for calls. 

VCL officials said they are discussing the feasibility of creating specific 
codes for digital services responder activities but had not yet taken any 
steps to develop them. As a result, unlike for calls, the VCL is not able to 
forecast needed staffing for digital services shifts, including any changes 
in demand for digital services over time. Instead, the VCL relies on 
historical staffing targets, which are predetermined numbers based on 
shift. (For example, the day shift target is 30 responders, and the evening 
shift is 21.) 

Additionally, officials do not have real-time data on digital services’ 
responder availability. Officials said instead, VCL air traffic controllers rely 
on digital services’ supervisors to request additional staff when digital 
services availability is low. Similar to CWCN requests, because the VCL 
prioritizes main phone line staffing, officials said that requests for 
additional digital services responders may be denied if availability on the 
main phone line is in jeopardy of becoming low. 

We also found a technical issue with the VCL’s new chat platform, 
implemented in August 2024, which may increase wait times for some 
customers. Specifically, officials said under the new chat platform, chat 
customers may be redirected to a different responder if the initial 
responder assigned does not accept a chat within 25 seconds of it being 
assigned to them. However, VCL officials reported that chat customers 
may be redirected between two responders who are both unavailable, as 
the chat system does not automatically change the status of responders 
who are not available to respond (e.g., responders who are on a break or 
who are experiencing internet outages). 

VCL officials explained that customers experiencing redirects when a 
responder does not accept a chat within 25 seconds are routed to the 
longest available responder as identified by the system. Thus, if two 

Technical Issue with 
Identification of Available 
Responders in the VCL’s 
Chat Platform May 
Increase Wait Times for 
Some Customers 
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unavailable responders appear as available in the chat platform, the 
customer will continue to be redirected between them, because they are 
identified as the longest available, until eventually one of the responders 
becomes available, according to officials. 

Officials said that with this chat platform issue, chat customers may not 
reach an available responder in a timely manner, but rather experience 
long wait times while they are routed between two responders. This could 
pose a safety concern if customers disconnect before they are able to 
receive help. Specifically, of the 1,765 chats that were redirected due to a 
responder not accepting it within 25 seconds between August and 
November 2024, 136 chats experienced two redirects while 55 
experienced three or more, indicating an issue with redirects in the chat 
platform, according to officials. 

VCL officials said they contacted the chat platform provider to discuss 
modifications that would automatically change the status of unavailable 
responders, but did not know if or when the provider would implement a 
permanent fix. In the interim, VCL leadership has asked responders to 
manually change their status in the chat platform when they are 
unavailable. Officials said they recognized that this is not an ideal solution 
as it relies on responders to make the change, which may not consistently 
occur, especially if a responder is experiencing technical issues and thus 
is unable to report their availability. 

By instructing its provider to remedy how the chat platform identifies 
responder availability, the VCL will be able to better ensure it is meeting 
the VHA directive on VCL operations requirement to have adequate 
services in place to respond appropriately to all requests by customers for 
assistance.47 Importantly, it will also then be able to better ensure that 
every veteran in need of chat services will reach a responder in a timely 
manner. 

 
47See Department of Veterans Affairs, Operations of the Veterans Crisis Line Center.  
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The VCL monitors incoming call, chat, and text interactions to assess its 
performance and identify any areas needing improvement, as detailed in 
the VHA directive on VCL operations.48 For example, the VCL tracks 
various metrics, such as the number of incoming interactions, the speed 
at which interactions are answered, and the percentage that are 
answered or abandoned. The VCL monitors and updates these metrics 
regularly and, depending on the metric, shares them with VCL leadership 
on a daily or monthly basis. 

The VCL has also established certain goals associated with metrics for 
phone calls. For example, the VCL has a service level goal of answering 
95 percent of calls within 20 seconds. Additionally, the VCL is in the 
process of establishing a policy with new goals and metrics for chat and 
text interactions. For example, based on our review of the VCL’s draft 
policy, the VCL plans to have service level goals of answering 95 percent 
of chats and 95 percent of texts each within 45 seconds. VCL officials 
said they expect to finalize the policy by summer 2025. 

 

 
48See Department of Veterans Affairs, Operations of the Veterans Crisis Line Center. 
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The VCL also conducts quality assurance reviews to monitor responder 
adherence to customer interaction standards and address deficiencies 
where needed (see figure 12). 

Figure 12: Overview of Veterans Crisis Line’s Quality Assurance Monitoring 
Process 

 
According to VCL policy, any interaction between responders and 
customers—including calls, chats, or texts—is subject to quality 
assurance review. The VCL has a goal of conducting quality assurance 
reviews for 80 percent of responders at least once every two-week pay 
period.49 The VCL performs these reviews using silent monitors—staff 
who evaluate live or recorded interactions for quality using a set of 48 
interaction standards, as shown in figure 13.50 

 
49Veterans Crisis Line, Policy for Veterans Crisis Line Social Science Specialist 
Interaction Standards and Silent Monitoring.  

VCL officials said the VCL also has an internal goal to monitor 80 percent of call 
responders and 80 percent of chat and text responders separately each pay period. 

50In addition to quality assurance reviews, the Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2023 
requires that at least two calls per month for each crisis responder be subject to 
supervisory monitoring. Pub. L. No. 117-328, div. J, tit. II, § 212, 136 Stat. 4459, 5502 
(2022). Supervisory monitoring uses, according to VCL officials, the same interaction 
standards as quality assurance reviews. Additionally, whenever a supervisor identifies a 
standard as not successful, the supervisor provides coaching on how to correctly perform 
the interaction. 

VCL Uses Quality 
Assurance Reviews to 
Monitor Responder 
Adherence to Standards 
for Customer Interactions 
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Figure 13: Veterans Crisis Line Interaction Standards 

 
Note: Each item in the figure above corresponds to an interaction standard. Responders are rated as 
either successful, not successful, or not applicable for the interaction standards listed in the figure 
during quality review. For each standard, VCL policy provides details on what constitutes successful, 
not successful, or not applicable. 
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The VCL’s interaction standards provide specific criteria to which a 
responder must adhere to be rated as successful. For example, 
responders are required to conduct a suicide risk assessment. The 
criteria for the standard include: 

• assessing the risk of suicide directly (e.g., asking the caller “are 
you thinking of suicide?”) and 

• acknowledging the presence or absence of suicidal ideation (e.g., 
“you began the call by saying you aren’t suicidal; any thoughts of 
suicide in the past?”). 

If the responder does not directly ask the caller or asks the caller using 
the negative (e.g., “you aren’t thinking of killing yourself, are you?”), then 
the silent monitor evaluates the responder as not successful. 
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If a responder is rated as not successful on any standard, after the call 
the silent monitor is to provide feedback to the responder on how to 
correctly adhere to the standard. If the silent monitor observes that the 
interaction has an unmitigated risk—such as the absence of attempts by 
the responder to build trust with the caller—then the silent monitor is 
expected to reach out to the responder’s supervisor for immediate review 
and resolution. 

For example, according to VCL documentation we reviewed, a silent 
monitor that evaluated a live phone interaction in October 2022, identified 
that the responder was not maintaining a conversational approach with 
the customer, which prompted the customer to hang up. According to 
VCL documentation, the silent monitor alerted the responder’s supervisor 
who provided coaching to the responder, and the responder contacted 
the customer to ensure they were safe. The silent monitor rated the 
responder as not successful on several criteria (including not maintaining 
a conversational approach) and provided examples of how to improve. 

According to VCL policy, VCL quality management is responsible for 
analyzing quality assurance reviews for patterns of non-successful 
interactions to ensure quality and support crisis responder 
development.51 We found the VCL was meeting this requirement by 
conducting systematic interventions based on the results of silent 
monitoring. Specifically, as of June 2023, the VCL started reviewing the 
monthly results of silent monitoring and began periodically publishing 
tips—known as “safety moments”— for improving adherence to 
standards. Safety moments provide additional guidance on how 
responders should interact with customers to meet the standard. 

We found that the 10 safety moments issued by the VCL from October 
2022 through September 2024 identified the interaction standards that 
had among the highest number of evaluations rated not successful 
during that period.52 For example, a safety moment in September 2023 
identified the interaction standard of “suicide plan and intent” as a 
challenge and offered tips and example questions on how responders 

should interact with callers. Our analysis found that for that month, VCL 
silent monitors rated about 20 percent of interactions as not successful for 

 
51See Veterans Crisis Line, Policy for Veterans Crisis Line Social Science Specialist 
Interaction Standards and Silent Monitoring.  

52Our analysis was based on examining monthly VCL quality assurance reviews from 
October 2022 through September 2024, as well as published safety moments.  

VCL Crisis Responders Generally 
Expressed Positive Views of Employee 
Training and Resources Available to 
Answer Questions 
Responders who answered our survey, 
generally expressed positive views of the 
training they received for their positions as 
well as the resources available to answer their 
questions. For example, among all 
responders who answered our survey: 
• 77 percent agreed that the training they 

received before being cleared to take 
calls as a VCL main phone line responder 
provided the knowledge and skills needed 
to perform their duties (7 percent had 
neutral views on training and 16 percent 
disagreed that the training provided the 
knowledge and skills needed to perform 
their duties). 

• 62 percent of responders agreed that 
ongoing training provided the knowledge 
and skills needed to perform their duties 
(16 percent of responders had neutral 
views and 22 percent disagreed). 

• 76 percent of responders agreed that 
supervisors are available to answer 
questions during shifts (8 percent of 
responders had neutral views and 15 
percent disagreed). 

• 63 percent agreed that they have the 
resources to clarify policies and 
procedures when needed (16 percent had 
neutral views and 21 percent disagreed). 

Additionally, 74 percent of customers with 
complex needs (CWCN) responders who 
answered our survey and 78 percent of digital 
services responders agreed their training 
provided the knowledge and skills needed to 
perform their duties (13 percent of CWCN 
responders and 8 percent of digital services 
responders had neutral views, while 13 
percent of CWCN responders and 13 percent 
of digital services responders had negative 
views of this training). 
Source: GAO survey of Veterans Crisis Line (VCL) 
responders.  |  GAO-25-107182 
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this standard, and this was among the highest percentage for all 
standards. (See Appendix III for the full results of our analysis of VCL 
silent monitoring data.) 

VCL officials noted that issuing safety moments provides an opportunity 
for responders to review guidance and crisis intervention techniques to 
help address interaction standards with higher rates of being evaluated as 
not successful. However, because safety moments are relatively new, 
VCL officials said they are still determining how to make their review and 
discussion routine for responders, as well as how to assess the extent to 
which the safety moments are effective. 

VCL officials also noted that they have taken additional steps to address 
interaction standards with low responder performance, such as forming 
workgroups with VCL quality assurance, risk management, and training 
staff to discuss how to improve responder performance. 

Whenever the VCL learns of a suicide or other incident involving a 
customer following a VCL interaction, VCL policy calls for a review to 
examine how the VCL interacted with the person involved and whether 
there was a shortcoming on the part of the VCL that contributed to the 
incident.53 The policy also outlines the review process, which includes 
steps such as silent monitors reviewing the interaction between the 
customer and the responder to determine whether the responder acted in 
accordance with VCL standards. 

If the VCL determines that an action or inaction by VCL staff, technical 
failure, or VCL process or gap in process created a significant risk of 
harm to the customer, VCL policy states that the incident should be 
categorized as a critical incident.54 The policy further states that critical 
incidents include, but are not limited to, the VCL delaying or impeding 
access to care (e.g., poor customer service, technical issues, inaccurate 

 
53See Veterans Crisis Line, Policy for Veterans Crisis Line for Managing Critical Incidents 
and Near Misses and Standard Operating Procedure for Reporting and Managing of 
Critical Incidents and Near Misses. The VCL maintains incident reports in a centralized 
information system called the VCL Reporting Hub. According to VCL officials, incidents 
maintained in the VCL Reporting Hub are divided into four categories: complaints, death 
by suicide, privacy or release of information, and safety events / near misses. The VCL 
quality assurance team is responsible for reviewing incidents in the VCL Reporting Hub 
and taking appropriate actions, as applicable, within seven days of being the incident 
being reported to the hub.  

54See Veterans Crisis Line, Policy for Veterans Crisis Line for Managing Critical Incidents 
and Near Misses. 
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or misdirected suicide prevention coordinator requests, or emergency 
dispatch sent to the wrong location). The VCL is to review the details of 
all potential critical incidents to identify contributing factors and 
opportunities for improvement.55 

Based on the sample of critical incidents we reviewed that occurred from 
October 7, 2022, to March 6, 2024, we found that the VCL has been 
conducting reviews of incidents and identifying areas for improvement. In 
particular, for the 17 critical incidents we reviewed, we found that in all 
cases, the VCL conducted reviews of the relevant interactions and, where 
applicable, identified an area for improvement and provided coaching to 
the involved responder.56 

For example, one critical incident involved a third party calling the VCL to 
express concerns about a suicidal veteran. While working to get 
information from the third-party caller, the responder also directed the 
third party to call 911. After reviewing the incident, the VCL determined 
that the responder should have conducted a conference call with the 
third-party and 911 instead of relying on the third-party to call 911 
independently. As a result of the review, the VCL provided the responder 
coaching to initiate a conference call with 911 in future situations. 

The VCL, however, lacks a procedure for determining whether to disclose 
its involvement in critical incidents. Specifically, according to VCL officials, 
as of July 2024, the VCL withdrew the section of its policy on critical 
incidents that outlined the procedure for identifying the types of critical 
incidents that warrant VCL disclosure as well as the subsequent process 
for disclosing such incidents. 

This previous procedure had stated that “suicides and/or homicides that 
occurred with the VCL as the last known contact within 72 hours and with 
significant action or inaction on the part of VCL staff that was a 
contributing factor to the outcome,” would be classified as a sentinel 

 
55According to VCL policy, the VCL is also required to complete an aggregate review of all 
critical incidents at least annually and apply the resulting information to program and 
process improvement. 

56We also reviewed available documentation for 15 suicides that were not categorized as 
critical incidents and found that the VCL did not have direct contact with the customer 
either (1) at all or (2) within at least the last month.  
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event that would trigger disclosure.57 The procedure further stated that 
disclosure should include providing an apology and an explanation of 
recourse options from the VCL to the customer or the customer’s 
representative in cases when the customer is deceased.58 

According to VCL officials, its decision to withdraw its disclosure 
procedure was based on consultations with other VA offices, including the 
Office of General Counsel, the Office of Medical Legal Risk Management, 
and the National Center for Ethics in Health Care. Through these 
consultations, the VCL determined that the VHA directive the VCL used 
as a basis for its definition of sentinel events and associated disclosure 
procedures, is not applicable to non-clinical services within VHA, 
including the VCL. This is because VCL responders are not considered 
providers, clinicians, or health care professionals.59 Additionally, VCL 
officials said they determined that the VCL is neither legally required nor 
legally prohibited from making disclosures. 

Following its decision, VCL officials said they held additional consultations 
with applicable VA offices and learned there is not a VHA policy outlining 
a disclosure procedure for non-clinical services within VHA. VCL officials 
further stated that because other non-clinical VHA services, such as 
VHA’s Caregiver Support Line and the Vet Center Call Center, should 
also likely be covered by a disclosure procedure, they understood it was 
ultimately VHA’s responsibility to develop an appropriate procedure. In 
the meantime, the VCL has no procedure for disclosing critical incidents, 
and officials said it was unclear whether VHA planned to develop one that 
would apply to the crisis line. According to VCL officials, the VCL 

 
57According to VCL policy, last known contact is used to indicate a case in which the VCL 
had the most recent contact with the customer prior to suicide (or attempted suicide) or 
homicide (or attempted homicide) within 72 hours without VCL dispatch of emergency 
services or in advance of emergency response arrival to the customer, or within 72 hours 
without request for suicide prevention coordinator outreach or prior to connection to a 
suicide prevention coordinator or higher level of care if requested by the VCL. See 
Veterans Crisis Line, Policy for Veterans Crisis Line for Managing Critical Incidents and 
Near Misses. 

58According to VCL policy, a disclosure is the forthright and empathetic discussion of 
sentinel event information between VCL and the caller or their personal representative. 
Disclosure of sentinel events is a formal process by which VCL leaders and others as 
appropriate inform the caller or their personal representative that a sentinel event occurred 
while engaging with VCL services that resulted in, or is reasonably expected to result in, 
death or serious injury, and provides specific information about the caller’s rights and 
recourse. See Veterans Crisis Line, Policy for Veterans Crisis Line for Managing Critical 
Incidents and Near Misses. 

59Department of Veterans Affairs, Disclosure of Adverse Events to Patients.  
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continues to seek clarification on disclosure requirements and how they 
relate to VCL operations. 

VCL officials also noted that, from October 2022 through September 
2024, no customer suicides were designated as sentinel events and 
therefore, disclosed. Based on our review of documents for our non-
generalizable sample of critical incidents, we agree that the eight deaths 
by suicide included in this sample did not meet VCL’s criteria for such 
events. The VCL classified one non-suicide incident that occurred in 
October 2023 as a sentinel event, but according to VCL officials, the 
incident was not disclosed because the applicability of the VCL’s 
disclosure requirements were under discussion at that time. 

Furthermore, the Executive Director of VA’s Office of Suicide Prevention 
said there is no national standard regarding disclosure of incidents that 
applies to crisis lines. For example, this official said the Substance Abuse 
and Mental Health Services Administration and the 988 Lifeline have not 
defined standards for when to disclose incidents. These crisis centers are 
considering the development of such standards, according to the official, 
but there is no formal workgroup that involves the VCL. 

Establishing a disclosure procedure for the VCL as a non-clinical service 
would help build trust with stakeholders and be consistent with a goal in 
VA’s strategic plan. According to its strategic plan, the VA has a goal of 
building and maintaining trust with stakeholders through proven 
stewardship, transparency, and accountability, ensuring that VA’s culture 
of accountability drives ethical behavior and trust across the organization 
and through the ecosystem of partners.60 In contrast, the lack of 
disclosure procedures could result in missed opportunities for the crisis 
line to hold itself accountable to customers or their representatives. 

Suicide prevention is VA’s top stated clinical priority, and the VCL—by 
providing assistance to veterans in immediate crisis—is an integral part of 
VA’s efforts. The VCL strives to answer calls as quickly as possible and, 
to this end, prioritizes staffing its main phone line to meet demand. 
However, we found that in doing so, the VCL may be exacerbating 
challenges within its CWCN and digital services units and creating risks to 
the quality of service it provides to its customers. 

 
60Department of Veterans Affairs, Fiscal Years 2022-28 Strategic Plan.  

Conclusions 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 40 GAO-25-107182  Veterans Crisis Line 

Specifically, our review identified several procedures within the CWCN 
and digital services units that may be creating challenges for customers 
who contact the VCL as well as for responders. The VCL has not 
adequately assessed the risk of these procedures, and as a result, the 
extent to which they could put veterans at risk and result in responder 
burnout is unknown. More comprehensively assessing the risks of these 
procedures will allow VA to determine whether changes are needed to 
better ensure the quality of the service it is providing to veterans and 
other customers in crisis as well as the well-being of its responders. 

Moreover, a technical issue with the VCL’s chat platform may increase 
wait times for customers to engage with a crisis responder or result in a 
customer abandoning a chat before a responder answers under certain 
circumstances. Addressing this issue will help the VCL better ensure that 
all chat customers receive the help they need. 

The VCL also has several efforts in place for monitoring customer 
interactions—including tracking performance metrics and quality 
assurance reviews—but withdrew its procedure for determining whether 
to disclose critical incidents resulting from organizational action or 
inaction in July 2024. By ensuring the VCL has a procedure for 
determining the types of incidents that warrant disclosure as a non-clinical 
service as well as a process for making disclosure determinations, VHA 
can better guarantee it is meeting VA’s goal of building trust with 
stakeholders through transparency and accountability. 

We are making the following four recommendations to VA: 

The Under Secretary for Health should ensure the VCL more 
comprehensively assesses the risks of adverse effects associated with its 
procedure for immediately routing CWCN callers to main phone line 
responders when there is no availability in the CWCN unit. Such an 
assessment should include comparing the quality of CWCN calls handled 
by main line responders with those handled by CWCN-trained 
responders. Depending on the results of the assessment, the VCL should 
make adjustments to its procedure for routing CWCN calls and to how it 
staffs the CWCN unit to better meet the needs of CWCN callers, as 
appropriate. (Recommendation 1) 

The Under Secretary for Health should ensure the VCL more 
comprehensively assesses the risks of adverse effects associated with its 
digital services procedures, making modifications to them and to how it 
staffs the unit, as appropriate. Such an assessment may require obtaining 

Recommendations for 
Executive Action 
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and analyzing additional data on digital services responder workload, 
such as time spent interacting with customers as well as on 
documentation after interactions. (Recommendation 2) 

The Under Secretary for Health should ensure the VCL instructs its chat 
platform provider to develop a solution to address chats being abandoned 
after customer redirection to unavailable responders. (Recommendation 
3) 

The Under Secretary for Health should establish a procedure for the VCL, 
as a non-clinical service, that identifies the types of incidents that warrant 
disclosure to customers or their representatives and outlines a process 
for disclosing such incidents, or direct the VCL to develop such a 
procedure. (Recommendation 4) 

We provided a draft of this report to VA on March 12, 2025, and asked for 
the department’s comments within 30 days. VA requested an extension, 
which we granted, and provided written comments on May 8, 2025. VA 
concurred with each of our four recommendations and provided general 
comments related to issues discussed in this report, which are 
reproduced in appendix IV. VA also provided technical comments, which 
we incorporated, as appropriate.  

For our first recommendation, VA stated that VHA plans to compare 
CWCN calls answered by trained CWCN responders to calls answered by 
main phone line responders. Regarding our second recommendation, VA 
stated that VHA plans to assess its digital services procedures. For both 
recommendations, VA provided a target completion date of October 2025.  

For our third recommendation, VA stated that VHA worked with its chat 
platform provider to develop a solution to address chats being abandoned 
after customer redirection to an unavailable responder. VA also provided 
GAO with documentation to demonstrate how the updated process is 
designed to resolve this issue. To the extent the updated process 
addresses abandoned chats, this action should meet the intent of our 
recommendation. 

Regarding our fourth recommendation, VA stated that VHA will convene a 
workgroup of subject matter experts to discuss disclosure policies for 
non-clinical VA services. VA provided a target completion date of January 
2026 for this recommendation. 

 

Agency Comments 
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As agreed with your office, unless you publicly announce the contents of 
this report earlier, we plan no further distribution until 30 days from the 
report date. At that time, we will send copies to the appropriate 
congressional committees and other interested parties. In addition, the 
report will be available at no charge on the GAO website at 
https://www.gao.gov. 

If you or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact 
me at hundrupa@gao.gov. Contact points for our Offices of 
Congressional Relations and Public Affairs may be found on the last page 
of this report. GAO staff who made key contributions to this report are 
listed in appendix V. 

 
Alyssa M. Hundrup 
Director, Health Care 

 

https://www.gao.gov/
mailto:hundrupa@gao.gov
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This report (1) describes data on Veterans Crisis Line (VCL) calls, texts, 
and chats for fiscal years 2021 through 2024; (2) examines VCL 
procedures for operating the crisis line; and (3) examines the VCL’ s 
monitoring of crisis responders’ call, text, and chat interactions. To 
address these objectives, we analyzed VCL call, chat, and text data; 
reviewed VCL documentation and data related to handling customer 
interactions, staffing and training crisis responders, and monitoring; 
interviewed VCL officials; and surveyed and interviewed VCL responders. 

Analysis of VCL call, text, and chat data. We obtained national data on 
calls, texts, and chats for fiscal years 2021 through 2024 from the VCL. 
The VCL uses different systems for each medium, and thus, we obtained 
data from each system separately. Our analysis focused on VCL calls, 
texts, and chats that the system offered to a crisis responder.1 

For calls, we analyzed call volume, call wait time—the time a caller spent 
waiting for a responder to become available plus the time the call spent 
ringing after being routed to a responder—and rates of answered and 
abandoned calls (i.e., when callers hang up before a responder answers). 
We examined these variables for calls waiting for the main phone line and 
calls waiting for the “customers with complex needs” (CWCN) unit, which 
handles difficult and repeat callers. Finally, we examined these variables 
for calls that were redirected within the VCL, that is calls intended for the 
CWCN that were ultimately redirected to the main phone line or vice 
versa.2 In addition to calls to the VCL, we also examined volume, wait 
times, and abandonment rates for abusive customer transfers, which, 

 
1Thirteen percent of calls from fiscal year 2021 through 2024 were not offered to a 
responder either because the call was redirected back into the National Suicide 
Prevention Lifeline, the call was abandoned inside a holding queue, or the call was 
abandoned within 5 seconds after ringing began. According to the VCL, the latter calls are 
not counted as “offered” because doing so would make the abandonment rate more 
representative of caller behavior than VCL performance. Ten percent of chats and less 
than 1 percent of texts were not considered “offered” because, according to the VCL, they 
did not represent real texts or chats to the VCL (e.g. phantom rows in the data).  

Additionally, we excluded 11 chat records that had missing values for the offered variable 
and 14 chat records because of irregular values in key variables of interest.  

2As of March 2024, CWCN callers are automatically redirected to main line responders if 
there are not CWCN responders available; however, before that time this redirection 
occurred after 180 seconds. Callers waiting for the main line are redirected to the CWCN if 
there is no responder availability after 60 seconds. In both cases, callers will be redirected 
back to the line to which they were originally routed if responders on that line become 
available before responders on the line to which they were redirected. 
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until December 2024, occurred when a main phone line responder 
transferred a caller to the CWCN unit.3 

For texts and chats within the digital services unit, we analyzed volume as 
well as text and chat response times, which, according to the VCL, is 
defined as the time it takes for a customer’s text or chat to be accepted by 
the system and for a responder to write and send an initial response. We 
also analyzed rates of answered and abandoned (defined as when an 
interaction ends before a responder sends a response, according to 
officials) texts and chats. We examined these variables by whether a 
responder was handling a text or chat concurrently, that is at the same 
time as at least one other text or chat, or not concurrently. We also 
analyzed the total number of concurrent chats and texts handled by 
individual responders at one time. 

To assess the reliability of these data, we reviewed related 
documentation, interviewed VCL officials and performed electronic testing 
to identify any missing data and obvious errors. On the basis of these 
steps, we determined that the data were sufficiently reliable for the 
purposes of our reporting objectives.4 However, because the VCL 
changed the system it uses to handle chats in August 2024 and, because 
of issues with reliability and comparability with the prior system, we did 
not include chat data from August and September 2024 in our analysis. 

Review of VCL procedures for operating the crisis line. We reviewed 
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) and VCL documentation, such as on 
procedures for handling customer interactions as well as for staffing and 
training crisis responders, and interviewed VCL officials about them.5 We 

 
3In December 2024, the VCL eliminated the abusive customer transfer procedure.  

4In conducting data checks for our analysis, we found data quality issues involving 
incorrectly coded variables in the VCL’s call data. Specifically, we found inconsistencies in 
the VCL’s coding of calls “offered” and “not offered” to a VCL crisis responder. In response 
to our inquiry, the VCL determined that it was incorrectly coding certain calls, resulting in 
an inflation of non-offered categorizations. Additionally, we found errors with VCL’s coding 
of test calls for a Spanish-speaking line. According to VCL officials, all calls intended for 
the Spanish speaking line should have been coded as “not offered” during the time period 
of our analysis, because the line was not yet functional; however, we found cases where 
test calls were coded as “offered.” We made adjustments to address these issues in our 
data analysis and VCL officials said the crisis line was also taking steps to fix its coding for 
both issues we identified.  

5See for example Department of Veterans Affairs, Operations of the Veterans Crisis Line 
Center and Veterans Crisis Line, Standard Operating Procedure for Call Flow; Standard 
Operating Procedure for Additional Customer Types.  
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also analyzed available VCL data related to crisis responder staffing and 
workload, including data on responder turnover and vacancy rates from 
fiscal year 2021 through fiscal year 2024, the number of responders 
scheduled for a shift, how many responders actually worked on the shift 
from January 2024 to April 2024, and the number of chats individual 
digital services responders handled during a shift from April 2024 through 
September 2024.6 

In addition, we analyzed data from the VCL’s CWCN database from 
October 1, 2022, through May 9, 2024, to determine whether the VCL 
was reviewing CWCN interventions in accordance with VCL policy.7 
Specifically, we counted the number of instances where reviews for 
unique interventions exceeded the number of days dictated by policy. To 
assess the reliability of each data source, we reviewed related 
documentation and interviewed VCL officials on procedures VCL uses to 
collect and store the data. Based on these steps, we determined the data 
were sufficiently reliable for the purposes of our reporting objectives. 
Finally, we evaluated VCL’s procedures for operating the crisis line 
against federal internal control standards, such as those related to 
identifying and responding to risks, and the Veterans Health 
Administration’s (VHA) directive on VCL operations.8 

Review of VCL monitoring of crisis responders’ calls, text, and chat 
interactions. We reviewed the data that the VCL uses to monitor 
incoming customer interactions, VCL’s quality assurance process, and 

 
6The time frames for data analyzed for this objective vary and are dependent in part on 
when we requested the data from the VCL as well as the complexity of the data involved. 

7According to VCL policy, CWCN interventions are individually tailored behavioral 
management techniques, which could include protocols, routing directly to the CWCN, or 
queues (i.e. predetermined periods of being placed on hold). VCL policy requires that 
protocol and routing interventions be reviewed for appropriateness every 90 days and 
queues on a weekly basis. See Veterans Crisis Line, Standard Operating Procedure for 
Processing Disruptive Behavior Reports.  

The dataset we reviewed contained 313 unique CWCN callers with a queued intervention; 
361 unique CWCN callers with a routed intervention; and 1,563 unique callers with a 
protocol intervention. 

8See Department of Veterans Affairs, Veterans Health Administration, Operations of the 
Veterans Crisis Line Center. VHA Directive 1503(2) (Washington, D.C.: May 26, 2020).  

Internal control is a process effected by an entity’s oversight body, management, and 
other personnel that provides reasonable assurance that the objectives of an entity will be 
achieved. See GAO, Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, 
GAO-14-704G (Washington, D.C.: September 2014). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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the VCL’s monitoring of safety and other types of incidents reported to the 
crisis line. Specifically, we examined relevant VHA and VCL 
documentation, such as policies related to establishing data metrics and 
related goals, the standards the VCL has set for responders’ interactions 
with customers, and procedures for responding to incidents.9 We also 
interviewed VCL officials on these topics. Additionally, we 

• analyzed monthly VCL data on the results of VCL quality assurance 
reviews from fiscal year 2023 through fiscal year 2024 to determine 
the percent of ‘not successful’ ratings each month for each interaction 
standard.10 We compared the results of this analysis against 
documents the VCL developed to address standards with high 
percentages of not successful ratings. To assess the reliability of the 
quality assurance data, we reviewed related documentation and 
interviewed VCL officials on procedures the VCL uses to collect and 
store the data. Based on these steps, we determined the data were 
sufficiently reliable for the purposes of our reporting objectives. 

• reviewed two lists maintained by the VCL containing data from 
October 2022 through March 2024 to understand how the VCL 
reviewed and documented different categories of incidents. The first 
was a list of 143 critical incidents divided into four categories: 
complaints (15 entries), deaths by suicide (8 entries), privacy and 
release of information (4 entries), and safety events/near misses (116 

 
9See, for example, Department of Veterans Affairs, Veterans Health Administration, 
Operations of the Veterans Crisis Line Center; Disclosure of Adverse Events to Patients. 
See also, Veterans Crisis Line, Policy for Veterans Crisis Line Social Science Specialist 
Interaction Standards; Policy for Veterans Crisis Line for Managing Critical Incidents and 
Near Misses.  

10According to VCL policy, all VCL interactions occurring between responders and 
customers are subject to quality assurance review. Responder interactions are evaluated 
against 48 interaction standards, with each standard providing criteria for the standard to 
be considered successful, not successful, or not applicable. See Veterans Crisis Line, 
Policy for Veterans Crisis Line Social Science Specialist Interaction Standards. 

The time frames for data analyzed in this objective vary and are dependent in part on 
when we requested the data from the VCL as well as the complexity of the data involved.  
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entries).11 The second was a list of 316 suicides reported to the VCL, 
some of which were also categorized as critical incidents and 
therefore were also included on the first list. 

From these lists, we selected 17 critical incidents, eight of which were 
suicides, as well as an additional 15 suicides that were not categorized as 
critical incidents and reviewed associated documentation.12 While not 
generalizable, our selections of critical incidents and suicides to review 
provide illustrative examples of how the VCL responded after receiving a 
report of a potential incident involving the crisis responder’s interaction 
with a customer. 

Finally, we compared the results of our examination of VCL’s monitoring 
of incidents against the goals stated in VA’s strategic plan.13 

Survey of and interviews with VCL crisis responders. To gain an 
understanding of VCL responders’ experience working for the VCL, we 
sent a survey with both closed-ended and open-ended questions to VCL 
crisis responders on topics including VCL procedures, workload and work 
environment, and training.14 To identify the population of crisis 
responders, we obtained a list of responders who completed initial 

 
11According to VCL policy, a critical incident is any event or situation brought about by the 
actions, or lack of actions, by VCL staff, technical failure, or an established VCL process 
or gap in process, that creates a significant risk of substantial or serious harm to the 
physical or mental health, safety or well-being of a caller. Critical incidents include, but are 
not limited to, the VCL delaying or impeding access to care (e.g., poor customer service, 
technical issues, inaccurate or misdirected suicide prevention coordinator requests, 
emergency dispatch sent to the wrong location). See Veterans Crisis Line, Policy for 
Veterans Crisis Line for Managing Critical Incidents and Near Misses. VCL-P-ACT-109-
2108, August 2021.  

12Specifically, from the first list, we reviewed documents for a nonprobability selection of 
12 critical incidents (two complaints; three suicides; three privacy and release of 
information incidents; and four safety events/near misses). From the second list, we 
reviewed documents for 20 suicides, including the five critical incident deaths by suicide 
that we did not review from the first list. For the remaining suicides, we selected eight that 
occurred on the same day as a critical incident to determine if the VCL’s list was counting 
the same suicide more than once. We used a random number generator to identify the 
remaining seven suicides.  

13Department of Veterans Affairs, Fiscal Years 2022-28 Strategic Plan.  

14For the categorical questions, we asked questions with responses on a scale of either 
(1) never, rarely, sometimes, often, and always, or (2) strongly agree, somewhat agree, 
neither agree nor disagree, somewhat disagree, and strongly disagree. Responders who 
did not respond to a question because the question did not apply to their type of work with 
the VCL were recorded as not applicable, those who skipped the question were recorded 
as missing. 
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training and were able to answer phone calls independently as of May 
2024 from the VCL and removed those who were on detail away from the 
crisis line or who opted to not participate in our survey during initial 
outreach. This resulted in the survey being sent 946 VCL crisis 
responders. 

We sent the survey to responders in May 2024 and left it open to 
responses for approximately 2 months. We pre-tested the survey with 
three responders who had various experiences at the VCL, including 
ranges in amount of time they were employed by the VCL, assigned shift, 
and additional duties with the CWCN or digital services units, 
incorporating their feedback as appropriate. We received 484 completed 
surveys for a response rate of 51 percent, meaning our results could be 
subject nonresponse bias. We did not analyze differences between the 
populations who did and did not respond, and therefore, crisis 
responders’ answers cannot be generalized to the full population of 
responders at the VCL. For a list of survey questions and associated 
results, see appendix II. 

To obtain more in-depth information on topics covered in our survey, we 
conducted semi-structed interviews with a non-generalizable sample of 
eight crisis responders.15 Before selecting, we accounted for additional 
duties, such as serving as a CWCN or digital services responder, as well 
as a responders’ assigned shifts to ensure we heard about a wide range 
of experiences with the VCL. 

We conducted this performance audit from November 2023 to June 2025 
in accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards. 
Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that 
the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

 
15We also contacted three Veterans Service Organizations to obtain their views on the 
VCL.  
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This appendix provides information on a survey we administered to 
Veterans Crisis Line (VCL) responders to gain an understanding of 
responders’ experience working for the VCL. Specifically, we sent a 
survey with both closed-ended and open-ended questions to 946 VCL 
crisis responders (the total number of responders who completed initial 
training and were able to answer phone calls independently as of May 
2024 after removing those who were on detail away from the crisis line or 
who opted to not participate in our survey during initial outreach). 

We received 484 completed surveys for a response rate of 51 percent, 
meaning our results could be subject nonresponse bias. We did not 
analyze differences between the populations who did and did not 
respond, and therefore, crisis responders’ answers cannot be generalized 
to the full population of responders at the VCL. 

To better understand responders’ experiences with specific units of the 
VCL (the main phone line, the “customers with complex needs” (CWCN) 
unit, which handles difficult and repeat callers, and the digital services 
unit, which provides chat and text based support), we programmed our 
survey so responders who indicated that they served as a CWCN or 
digital services responder would be presented with questions specific to 
that duty. The specific duties of responders are noted in the survey 
responses presented. Questions with no duty noted were presented to all 
respondents (for example, any questions that refer to the VCL phone line 
generally). 

The first four questions confirmed that respondents were currently crisis 
responders with the VCL, as well as asked about respondents’ additional 
duties, length of time employed by the VCL, and current shift assignment. 
Ninety-nine percent (479) of respondents confirmed that they currently 
worked as a crisis responder with the VCL at the time of our survey. Of 
those working as crisis responders with the main phone line, 

• 16 percent indicated that they also worked as a CWCN responder, 
• 37 percent indicated that they also worked as a digital services 

responder, 
• 33 percent indicated that they also helped train other staff, and 

Appendix II: Questions and Responses for 
Survey of Veterans Crisis Line Responders 
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• 45 percent indicated that they did not hold other duties besides main 
phone line responder.1 

Regarding length of employment, 

• 39 percent indicated that they have worked as a responder with the 
VCL for less than 2 years, 

• 37 percent for 2 to 5 years, and 
• 24 percent for more than 5 years. 

Regarding shift, 

• 33 percent indicated that they are assigned to the night shift, 
• 29 percent the evening shift, 
• 28 percent the morning shift, and 
• 10 percent the midday shift. 

Below we present summary information on response rate by responder 
duty as well as the 484 responders’ responses to categorical questions 
about training, workload and work environment, and procedures.2 

Table 1: Survey Response Rate by Veterans Crisis Line (VCL) Responder Duty 

VCL duty Responded to survey Did not respond to survey 
Main phone line  484 (51.2%) 462 (48.8%) 
Customers with complex needs  64 (53.8%) 55 (46.2%) 
Chat  161 (49.5%) 164 (50.5%) 
Text 168 (48.1%) 181 (51.9%) 

Source: GAO survey of crisis responders.  |  GAO-25-107182 

Notes: Percentages in rows may not add up to 100 due to rounding. Responders can work multiple 
duties in addition to working as a responder for the main phone line. As a result, duty categories are 
not mutually exclusive and column percentages do not add to 100. 

 
1Responders can work multiple duties in addition to working as responders for the main 
phone line. As a result, duty categories are not mutually exclusive and percentages do not 
add to 100.  

2 In addition to the questions listed in this appendix, we also asked three open-ended 
questions related to training, staffing and workload, and policies and procedures, as well 
as a fourth open-ended question allowing responders to share any additional experiences 
or areas of concern working at the VCL. We do not include respondents’ narrative 
responses to open-ended questions in this appendix. 
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Table 2: Responders’ Answers to Questions on VCL Training  

Question 

Response (extent to 
which responder 
agreed with the 
statement) Frequency Percentage 

Training before taking calls as a Veterans Crisis Line 
(VCL) phone responder provided knowledge and skills to 
perform duties. 

Missinga 1 0.21 
Strongly disagree 25 5.22 
Somewhat disagree 54 11.27 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

32 6.68 

Somewhat agree 200 41.75 
Strongly agree 167 34.86 

Additional training received to work in the customers 
with complex needs unit provided knowledge and skills 
to perform duties. 

Strongly disagree  2 2.6 
Somewhat disagree 8 10.39 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

10 12.99 

Somewhat agree 29 37.66 
Strongly agree 28 36.36 

Additional training received as a digital services crisis 
responder provided knowledge and skills to perform 
duties. 

Missing 2 1.14 
Strongly disagree 7 4 
Somewhat disagree 15 8.57 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

14 8 

Somewhat agree 55 31.43 
Strongly agree 82 46.86 

Ongoing training through the Training Management 
System provides knowledge and skills to perform duties. 

Missing 1 0.21 
Strongly disagree 40 8.35 
Somewhat disagree 64 13.36 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

75 15.66 

Somewhat agree 189 39.46 
Strongly agree 110 22.96 

I have enough time to complete required ongoing 
Training Management System training. 

Missing 1 0.21 
Strongly disagree 62 12.94 
Somewhat disagree 92 19.21 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

63 13.15 

Somewhat agree 135 28.18 
Strongly agree 126 26.3 

Source: GAO survey of crisis responders.  |  GAO-25-107182 
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Notes: Total responding for questions asked only of responders working in a specific unit (77 for the CWCN and 175 for digital services) differ from the 
total overall (479). Percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding. 
aMissing indicates that the respondent did not submit a response to the question. 

 

Table 3: Responders’ Answers to Questions on VCL Workload and Work Environment for the Main Phone Line 

Question 

Response (extent to 
which responder 
agreed with the 
statement) Frequency Percentage 

I have enough time to complete documentation after 
finishing customer interactions. 

Missinga 6 1.25 
Strongly disagree 38 7.93 
Somewhat disagree 81 16.91 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

41 8.56 

Somewhat agree 162 33.82 
Strongly agree 151 31.52 

I have enough time to reset between customer 
interactions (including completing documentation). 

Missing 6 1.25 
Strongly disagree  121 25.26 
Somewhat disagree 127 26.51 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

51 10.65 

Somewhat agree 106 22.13 
Strongly agree 68 14.2 

Workload allows me to take my breaks in a timely 
fashion. 

Missing 5 1.04 
Strongly disagree 106 22.13 
Somewhat disagree 112 23.38 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

72 15.03 

Somewhat agree 135 28.18 
Strongly agree 49 10.23 

Overall, my day-to-day workload is manageable. Missing 8 1.67 
Strongly disagree 41 8.56 
Somewhat disagree 61 12.73 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

104 21.71 

Somewhat agree 159 33.19 
Strongly agree 106 22.13 

I feel burned out from my work at the Veterans Crisis 
Line (VCL). 

Missing 6 1.25 
Strongly disagree 54 11.27 
Somewhat disagree 51 10.65 
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Question 

Response (extent to 
which responder 
agreed with the 
statement) Frequency Percentage 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

119 24.84 

Somewhat agree 123 25.68 
Strongly agree 126 26.3 

My workload can make it difficult to be fully present to 
customers’ needs and to ensure their safety. 

Missing 6 1.25 
Strongly disagree 114 23.8 
Somewhat disagree 106 22.13 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

103 21.5 

Somewhat agree 92 19.21 
Strongly agree 58 12.11 

Source: GAO survey of crisis responders.  |  GAO-25-107182 

Notes: Percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding. Total for each section is 479. 
aMissing indicates that the respondent did not submit a response to the question. 
 

Table 4: Responders’ Answers to Questions on VCL Workload and Work Environment for the Customers with Complex Needs 
(CWCN) Unit 

Question 

Response (extent to 
which responder 
agreed with the 
statement) Frequency Percentage 

I have enough time to complete documentation after 
finishing customer interactions. 

Missinga 1 1.3 
Strongly disagree 3 3.9 
Somewhat disagree 6 7.79 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

9 11.69 

Somewhat agree 31 40.26 
Strongly agree 27 35.06 

I have enough time to reset between customer 
interactions (including completing documentation). 

Missing 1 1.3 
Strongly disagree  7 9.09 
Somewhat disagree 18 23.38 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

9 11.69 

Somewhat agree 24 31.17 
Strongly agree 18 23.38 

Workload allows me to take my breaks in a timely 
fashion. 

Missing 1 1.3 
Strongly disagree 6 7.79 
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Question 

Response (extent to 
which responder 
agreed with the 
statement) Frequency Percentage 
Somewhat disagree 12 15.58 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

12 15.58 

Somewhat agree 34 44.16 
Strongly agree 12 15.58 

Overall, my day-to-day workload is manageable. Missing 1 1.3 
Strongly disagree 2 2.6 
Somewhat disagree 9 11.69 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

13 16.88 

Somewhat agree 34 44.16 
Strongly agree 18 23.38 

I feel burned out from my work at the Veterans Crisis 
Line (VCL). 

Missing 1 1.3 
Strongly disagree 13 16.88 
Somewhat disagree 12 15.58 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

14 18.18 

Somewhat agree 22 28.57 
Strongly agree 15 19.48 

My workload can make it difficult to be fully present to 
customers’ needs and to ensure their safety. 

Missing 1 1.3 
Strongly disagree 20 25.97 
Somewhat disagree 19 24.68 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

13 16.88 

Somewhat agree 15 19.48 
Strongly agree 9 11.69 

Source: GAO survey of crisis responders.  |  GAO-25-107182 

Notes: Percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding. Total for each section is 77. 
aMissing indicates that the respondent did not submit a response to the question. 

Table 5: Responders’ Answers to Questions on VCL Workload and Work Environment for the Digital Services Chat Unit 

Question 

Response (extent to 
which responder 
agreed with the 
statement) Frequency Percentage 

I have enough time to complete documentation after 
finishing customer interactions. 

Strongly disagree 58 33.14 
Somewhat disagree 40 22.86 
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Question 

Response (extent to 
which responder 
agreed with the 
statement) Frequency Percentage 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

12 6.86 

Somewhat agree 19 10.86 
Strongly agree 20 11.43 
Not applicablea 26 14.86 

I have enough time to reset between customer 
interactions (including completing documentation). 

Strongly disagree  65 37.14 
Somewhat disagree 42 24 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

14 8 

Somewhat agree 16 9.14 
Strongly agree 12 6.86 
Not applicable 26 14.86 

Workload allows me to take my breaks in a timely 
fashion. 

Strongly disagree 48 27.43 
Somewhat disagree 44 25.14 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

20 11.43 

Somewhat agree 26 14.86 
Strongly agree 11 6.29 
Not applicable 26 14.86 

Overall, my day-to-day workload is manageable. Strongly disagree 30 17.14 
Somewhat disagree 40 22.86 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

27 15.43 

Somewhat agree 30 17.14 
Strongly agree 22 12.57 
Not applicable 26 14.86 

I feel burned out from my work at the Veterans Crisis 
Line (VCL). 

Missingb 3 1.71 
Strongly disagree 16 9.14 
Somewhat disagree 23 13.14 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

36 20.57 

Somewhat agree 27 15.43 
Strongly agree 38 21.71 
Not applicable 32 18.29 

My workload can make it difficult to be fully present to 
customers’ needs and to ensure their safety. 

Strongly disagree 23 13.14 
Somewhat disagree 20 11.43 
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Question 

Response (extent to 
which responder 
agreed with the 
statement) Frequency Percentage 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

27 15.43 

Somewhat agree 39 22.29 
Strongly agree 36 20.57 
Not applicable 30 17.14 

Source: GAO survey of crisis responders.  |  GAO-25-107182 

Notes: Percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding. Total for each section is 175. 
aNot applicable indicates that a respondent only served as a responder in the chat unit or text unit 
and could not provide an answer about the other digital services platform. 
bMissing indicates that the respondent did not submit a response to the question. 

Table 6: Responders’ Answers to Questions on VCL Workload and Work Environment for the Digital Services Text Unit 

Question Response (extent to 
which responder 
agreed with the 
statement) Frequency Percentage 

I have enough time to complete documentation after 
finishing customer interactions. 

Strongly disagree 23 13.14 
Somewhat disagree 18 10.29 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

14 8 

Somewhat agree 60 34.29 
Strongly agree 57 32.57 
Not applicablea 3 1.71 

I have enough time to reset between customer 
interactions (including completing documentation). 

Missingb 1 0.57 
Strongly disagree  24 13.71 
Somewhat disagree 26 14.86 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

19 10.86 

Somewhat agree 60 34.29 
Strongly agree 42 24 
Not applicable 3 1.71 

Workload allows me to take my breaks in a timely 
fashion. 

Missing 1 0.57 
Strongly disagree 24 13.71 
Somewhat disagree 32 18.29 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

32 18.29 

Somewhat agree 48 27.43 
Strongly agree 35 20 
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Question Response (extent to 
which responder 
agreed with the 
statement) Frequency Percentage 
Not applicable 3 1.71 

Overall, my day-to-day workload is manageable. Missing 1 0.57 
Strongly disagree 13 7.43 
Somewhat disagree 17 9.71 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

29 16.57 

Somewhat agree 68 38.86 
Strongly agree 44 25.14 
Not applicable 3 1.71 

I feel burned out from my work at the Veterans Crisis 
Line (VCL). 

Strongly disagree 34 19.43 
Somewhat disagree 22 12.57 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

48 27.43 

Somewhat agree 28 16 
Strongly agree 33 18.86 
Not applicable 10 5.71 

My workload can make it difficult to be fully present to 
customers’ needs and to ensure their safety. 

Strongly disagree 41 23.43 
Somewhat disagree 32 18.29 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

35 20 

Somewhat agree 33 18.86 
Strongly agree 29 16.57 
Not applicable 5 2.86 

Source: GAO survey of crisis responders.  |  GAO-25-107182 

Notes: Percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding. Total for each section is 175. 
aNot applicable indicates that a respondent only served as a responder in the chat unit or text unit 
and could not provide an answer about the other digital services platform. 
bMissing indicates that the respondent did not submit a response to the question. 
 

Table 7: Responders’ Answers to Questions on Veterans Crisis Line Workload and Work Environment for the Digital Services 
Unit Overall  

Question Response Frequency Percentage 
You handle two chat interactions at once. Never 2 1.14 

Rarely 6 3.43 
Sometimes 54 30.86 
Often 70 40 
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Question Response Frequency Percentage 
Always 13 7.43 
Not applicablea 30 17.14 

You handle two text interactions at once. Never 1 0.57 
Rarely 44 25.14 
Sometimes 64 36.57 
Often 46 26.29 
Always 15 8.57 
Not applicable 5 2.86 

Source: GAO survey of crisis responders.  |  GAO-25-107182 

Notes: Percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding. Total for each section is 175. 
aNot applicable indicates that a respondent only served as a responder in the chat unit or text unit 
and could not provide an answer about the other digital services platform. 

 

Table 8: Responders’ Answers to Questions on VCL Procedures  

Question 

Response (extent to 
which responder 
agreed with the 
statement) Frequency Percentage 

I feel supported by my immediate supervisor.  Strongly disagree 19 3.97 
Disagree 21 4.38 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

36 7.52 

Somewhat agree 98 20.46 
Strongly agree 305 63.67 

Supervisors are available to answer my questions during 
a shift. 

Missinga 1 0.21 
Strongly disagree 11 2.3 
Somewhat disagree 63 13.15 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

40 8.35 

Somewhat agree 169 35.28 
Strongly agree 195 40.71 

Team Operations Coordinators are responsive to my 
feedback. 

Strongly disagree  57 11.9 
Somewhat disagree 47 9.81 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

219 45.72 

Somewhat agree 54 11.27 
Strongly agree 102 21.29 

My requests for time off are generally approved. Strongly disagree 44 9.19 
Somewhat disagree 56 11.69 
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Question 

Response (extent to 
which responder 
agreed with the 
statement) Frequency Percentage 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

52 10.86 

Somewhat agree 185 38.62 
Strongly agree 142 29.65 

Overall, I am satisfied with my job at the VCL Missing 1 0.21 
 Strongly disagree 44 9.19 

Somewhat disagree 53 11.06 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

73 15.24 

Somewhat agree 168 35.07 
Strongly agree 140 29.23 

How often do standard operating procedures change at 
the Veterans Crisis Line (VCL)? 

Never 7 1.46 
Rarely 41 8.56 
Sometimes 197 41.13 
Often 160 33.4 
Always 74 15.45 

To what extent do you agree that changes to standard 
operating procedures are effectively communicated to 
crisis responders? 

Missing 3 0.63 
Strongly disagree 38 7.93 
Somewhat disagree 76 15.87 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

81 16.91 

Somewhat agree 185 38.62 
Strongly agree 96 20.04 

To what extent do you agree that you have the 
resources you need to clarify standard operating 
procedures when needed? 

Missing 2 0.42 
Strongly disagree 34 7.1 
Somewhat disagree 65 13.57 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

77 16.08 

Somewhat agree 195 40.71 
Strongly agree 106 22.13 

Source: GAO survey of crisis responders.  |  GAO-25-107182 

Notes: Percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding. Total for each section is 479. 
aMissing indicates that the respondent did not submit a response to the question. 
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This appendix provides information on results of Veterans Crisis Line 
(VCL) quality assurance reviews. The VCL performs quality assurance 
reviews of interactions between VCL responders and customers—to 
include calls, chats, and texts.1 The VCL performs these reviews using 
silent monitors—quality assurance staff who evaluate live or recorded 
interactions for quality using a set of 48 customer interaction standards. 
Based on the silent monitor evaluation, the responder receives either a 
successful, not successful, or not applicable rating for the interaction 
standard. 

We analyzed monthly VCL data on the results of its quality assurance 
reviews from fiscal year 2023 through fiscal year 2024. See table 9 for the 
results, with interaction standards presented from the highest percentage 
of interactions rated as not successful to the lowest for each fiscal year. 

Table 9: Veterans Crisis Line, Percentage of Customer Interaction Standards Evaluated as “Not Successful,” Fiscal Years 
2023 through 2024 

Fiscal Year 2023 Fiscal Year 2024 
Interaction standard Percentage rated as 

 “not successful”  
Interaction standard Percentage rated as  

“not successful” 
Suicidal plan and intent 20.0 

(1,915 out of 9,575) 
Suicidal plan and intent 18.9 

(1,990 out of 10,522) 
Capability for violent behavior 18.1 

(121 out of 668) 
Third party interaction 15.6 

(469 out of 3,011) 
Third party interaction 16.4 

(478 out of 2,921) 
Substance use safety plan/risk 
mitigation plan 

15.6 
(390 out of 2,506) 

Violence risk assessment 15.9 
(407 out of 2,566) 

Violence risk assessment 14.5 
(486 out of 3,347) 

Substance use safety plan/risk 
mitigation plan 

15.4 
(327 out of 2,126) 

Documents medical record 
information 

13.7 
(1,529 out of 11,128) 

Plan for violent behavior 15.4 
(126 out of 820) 

Suicide prevention coordinator 
consult/in transition request 

12.8 
(1,435 out of 11,172) 

Suicidal capability: past history 
and current means 

14.9 
(1,537 out of 10,302) 

End of call satisfaction 
question 

12.4 
(2,372 out of 19,205) 

Suicide prevention coordinator 
consult/in transition request 

13.9 
(1,568 out of 11,300) 

Suicidal capability: past history 
and current means 

12.3 
(1,327 out of 10,799) 

Intent for violent behavior 13.1 
(100 out of 764) 

Capability for violent behavior 11.6 
(88 out of 758) 
 

 
1The VCL is a free, 24/7 national toll-free number, online chat, and text messaging service 
for qualifying individuals in suicidal crisis or emotional distress, including veterans as well 
as their families and friends.  
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Fiscal Year 2023 Fiscal Year 2024 
Interaction standard Percentage rated as 

 “not successful”  
Interaction standard Percentage rated as  

“not successful” 
Responder documents 
violence risk assessment 
clearly in synopsis 

12.8 
(195 out of 1,524) 

Substance use capability: 
overdose risk potential 

11.3 
(396 out of 3,519) 

Substance use capability: 
overdose risk potential 

12.0 
(379 out of 3,147) 

Responder documents 
violence risk assessment 
clearly in synopsis 

11.1 
(194 out of 1,749) 

Documents medical record 
information 

11.4 
1,278 out of 11,173) 

Plan for violent behavior 10.8 
(100 out of 925) 

Substance use means safety 
counseling 

11.4 
(294 out of 2,582) 

Responder documents end of 
call satisfaction question 

10.2 
(4,090 out of 39,976) 

Safety plan/risk mitigation plan 10.3 
(1,097 out of 10,684) 

Safety plan/risk mitigation plan 10.1 
(1,108 out of 10,955) 

End of call satisfaction 9.6 
(1,780 out of 18,634) 

Substance use means safety 
counseling 

9.2 
(263 out of 2,865) 

Responder documents end of 
call satisfaction question  

8.9 
(2,998 out of 33,864) 

Intent for violent behavior 8.4 
(72 out of 858) 

Protective factors against 
violent behavior 

8.8 
(54 out of 617) 

Explores invitations/openings 
for substance use 

8.4 
(586 out of 6,998) 

Explores invitations/openings 
for substance use 

8.3 
(505 out of 6,110) 

History of suicide attempts 6.4 
(1,298 out of 20,418) 

Risk factors for violent behavior 8.1 
(51 out of 626) 

History of suicidal thoughts 6.1 
(1,298 out of 21,153) 

Lethal means safety 
counseling (driving, self-
directed violence, reduced 
access to means) 

6.7 
(420 out of 6,281) 

Lethal means safety 
counseling (driving, self-
directed violence, reduced 
access to means) 

6.0 
(387 out of 6,422) 

History of suicidal thoughts 6.6 
(1,322 out of 20,106) 

Protective factors against 
violent behavior 

5.9 
(40 out of 679) 

History of suicide attempts 6.4 
(1,257 out of 19,560) 

Risk factors for violent 
behavior 

5.2 
(37 out of 714) 

Correctly applies Active Call 
Management 

3.8 
(1,338 out of 35,409) 

Clear, concise, and accurate 
documentation 

3.6 
(1,472 out of 41,401) 

Clear, concise, and accurate 
documentation 

3.5 
(1,250 out of 35,847) 

Correctly applies Active Call 
Management 

3.3 
(1,356 out of 40,882) 

Explores invitations/openings 3.4 
(997 out of 29,286) 

Ends interaction appropriately 3.3 
(1,253 out of 38,519) 

Responder documents 
customer with complex 
needs/high frequency and 
abusive customer procedure 
 
 
 

3.0 
(204 out of 6,858) 

Explores invitations/openings 3.2 
(1,072 out of 33,087) 
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Fiscal Year 2023 Fiscal Year 2024 
Interaction standard Percentage rated as 

 “not successful”  
Interaction standard Percentage rated as  

“not successful” 
Suicidal desire 2.6 

(256 out of 9,718) 
Offers suitable and VA-
approved resources (not 
including suicide prevention 
coordinator referral) 

3.1 
(395 out of 12,746) 

Offers suitable and VA-
approved resources (not 
including suicide prevention 
coordinator referral) 

2.6 
(323 out of 12,338) 

Protective factors/reasons for 
living 

3.1 
(365 out of 11,808) 

Ends interaction appropriately 2.4 
(797 out of 33,809) 

Responder documents 
relevant rescue or facility 
transportation plan 

2.9 
(61 out of 2,115) 

Protective factors/reasons for 
living 

2.4 
(280 out of 11,903) 

Suicide risk assessment 2.5 
(859 out of 34,094) 

Suicide risk assessment 2.3 
(705 out of 30,458) 

Responder documents all 
resources provided (including 
transfers to local crisis line for 
non-veteran) 

2.3 
(252 out of 10,778) 

Demonstrates empathy and/or 
concern 

2.2 
(692 out of 31,023) 

Responder documents safety 
plan/risk mitigation plan clearly 

2.3 
(228 out of 9,963) 

Responder documents offer of 
referral to suicide prevention 
coordinator, and if veteran 
declines, documents their 
reason 

2.2 
(161 out of 7,281) 

Requests name 2.2 
(716 out of 32,673) 

Responder documents relevant 
rescue or facility transportation 
plan 

2.1 
(38 out of 1,778) 

Demonstrates empathy and/or 
concern 

2.1 
(743 out of 34,884) 

Requests name 2.0 
(576 out of 29,378) 

Responder documents 
customer with complex 
needs/high frequency and 
abusive customer procedure 

2.0 
(189 out of 9,226) 

Responder documents all 
resources provided (including 
transfers to local crisis line for 
non-veteran) 

1.7 
(171 out of 9,835) 

Responder documents offer of 
referral to suicide prevention 
coordinator, and if veteran 
declines, documents their 
reason 

2.0 
(152 out of 7,690) 

Uses conversational approach 1.5 
(501 out of 33,203) 

Suicidal desire 2.0 
(203 out of 10,347) 

Responder completes non-
mandatory fields within web 
application when information is 
available 

1.4 
(311 out of 22,229) 

Responder completes non-
mandatory fields within web 
application when information is 
available 

1.6 
(384 out of 23,514) 

Responder documents safety 
plan/risk mitigation plan clearly 
including appropriate measures 

1.3 
(130 out of 10,044) 

Uses conversational approach 1.6 
(598 out of 37,756) 
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Fiscal Year 2023 Fiscal Year 2024 
Interaction standard Percentage rated as 

 “not successful”  
Interaction standard Percentage rated as  

“not successful” 
Responder submits suicide 
prevention coordination referral 
to correct location 

0.9 
(61 out of 6,628) 

Responder submits suicide 
prevention coordinator referral 
to correct location 

1.2 
(78 out of 6,545) 

Problem-solving in 
collaboration with 
customer/focus 

0.9 
(270 out of 29,422) 

Problem-solving in 
collaboration with 
customer/focus 

1.1 
(361 out of 31,887) 

Transfer tracking 0.7 
(182 out of 26,675) 

Documents veteran’s name as 
first line in synopsis; required 
for consults only 

1.1 
(70 out of 6,458) 

Presence of open-ended 
questions 

0.7 
(219 out of 32,577) 

Presence of open-ended 
questions 

0.8 
(299 out of 37,745) 

Customer service 0.7 
(236 out of 35,262) 

Customer service 0.7 
(287 out of 40,446) 

Documents veteran’s name as 
first line in synopsis; required 
for consults only 

0.5 
(35 out of 6,442) 

Transfer tracking 0.5 
(176 out of 33,263) 

Presenting problem or concern 0.3 
(93 out of 32,799) 

Presenting problem or concern 0.4 
(134 out of 36,373) 

Provides proper greeting 0.2 
(69 out of 37,664) 

Respecting differences/cultural 
sensitivity 

0.3 
(102 out of 35,467) 

Respecting differences/cultural 
sensitivity 

0.2 
(55 out of 31,384) 

Provides proper greeting 0.2 
(102 out of 43,613) 

Source: GAO analysis of Veterans Crisis Line data.  |  GAO-25-107182 
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Alyssa M. Hundrup at HundrupA@gao.gov. 

In addition to the contact named above, Michael Zose (Assistant 
Director), Rachel Svoboda (Analyst in Charge), Cynthia Khan, Jim 
Melton, and Catherine Parylo made key contributions to this report. Also 
contributing to this report were Jennie Apter, Natasha Campbell, David 
Jones, Monica Perez-Nelson, and Corinne Quinones. 
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