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Disclaimer

The views, opinions, and content expressed in this presentation 
do not necessarily reflect the views, opinions, or policies of the 
Center for Mental Health Services, the Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), or the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services. 
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Review

988 must provide: 
• universal and convenient access; 
• deliver a high quality and personalized experience; and, 
• offer connections to local resources and follow-up.

Enhancements are needed to standardize how services are provided across the 
Lifeline network so that every caller has a similar experience. New investments will 
ensure efficient routing, timely response, tailored support, and accurate reporting.

988 will be universally available to everyone in the United States:
• It has the potential to benefit about 39 million people annually
• National demand may range from 6-12 million contacts in year 1 to 13-40 million 

contacts in year 5.
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Today’s key takeaways

The year 1 volume workload forecast is 7.6 million for offered 
volume and 5.6 million for answered volume, excluding VCL 
contacts. 

The possible operating budget for year 1 is $681 million ($240 
million for network operations + $441 million for center-level 
costs). These figures exclude costs associated with the Veterans 
Crisis Line.  

Vibrant estimates that, for the first year of 988 implementation 
only, a national cost per contact is approximately $79. Every state 
and U.S. territory has unique characteristics, and costs will vary.

Technical assistance provided by Vibrant’s 988 State Planning 
Grants will help policymakers understand key drivers of cost. 
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Conceptual approach to estimating cost of 988 services

Existing costs that have been covered by the Lifeline program administration 
grant in the past have been adjusted to reflect potential increases in contact 
volume and network size, as well as updated rates for select costs.

New and existing 
costs 

associated with 
988 network 
operations New one-time costs and Incremental but recurring new costs to implement 

potential 988 strategic tenets, initiatives, and capabilities

Cost type DescriptionComponent 

988 
network 

operations
costs

988 
center–

level 
costs

“All in” costs incurred by contact centers (e.g., rent of contact center space, salaries 
of contact center staff) estimated on the basis of cost per contact (call, SMS, and 
online chat). These costs are assumed to not be funded by the 988 program 
administrator, but rather other sources of funding (e.g., state, federal, private, etc.)

Total 
988 

costs 

Overall total

Costs per 988 
contact 
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Parameters:
● Year range: year 1
● Adjusted volume, excluding VCL contacts: 7,549,916 contacts
● Network: 200 centers

988 Lifeline network operations costs 

Total

Start-Up Costs $66M

Recurring Annual Costs $174M

● Funding to Centers $69M

● Marketing $15M

● Data Reporting and Analytics $33M

● Network Engagement and Partnerships $11M

● Training and Quality Improvement $14M

● Other $6M

● Agency Indirect $26M

988 Network Operator Total Costs $240M
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988 Lifeline center-level costs methodology
Vibrant Emotional Health contracted with the International Customer Management Institute 
This engagement helped Vibrant create over 100 center-level scenarios that model the impact of a 
variety of factors on costs. The models allow us to calculate cost per contact and cost per minute for 
each scenario. State-specific models will be distributed to grantees in April 2021. 

ICMI uses a common industry forecasting tool, an Erlang model, that incorporates costs for operating a 
contact center, including:
● Dedicated personnel (I.e., crisis workers and their supervisors)

● Shared management (I.e., Center director, HR manager) that support other programs in addition to 988

● Dedicated capital (assets employed for the sole use of 988)

● Shared capital (assets used by multiple programs administered by the network center)

● Dedicated expenses (computer hardware/software, consultants)

● Shared expenses (expenses incurred to support the network center, i.e., rent, utilities, equipment)

The model assumes certain centralized resources will be administered by the Lifeline Operator and the costs of those 
services are captured in the operator’s budget. This includes technology, training and performance management. 
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Factors driving center-level costs
Type Variable Impact Rationale

Volume and scope

Volume ↓
↑

More contacts decrease cost because counselors are not idle; more calls increase overall costs because more 
staff and infrastructure are needed to meet demand.

Multi-channel ↑ Multiple modalities (e.g., phone, chat, text services) require infrastructure development and expertise in 
centers; handle times may be longer, so more staff are needed to maintain performance levels.

Handle time ↑ Longer contacts require more staff to maintain performance levels; handle times may change depending on 
breadth and scope of services.

Service standards
KPIs More aggressive KPIs require more staffing and quality improvement functions and increase costs.

• Service level ↑ Higher answer rates increase costs and more staff are required to increase the speed of answer

Workforce
requirements and 
logistics

Staffing

• Number/type of 
staff

↑ More staffing requires increased funding for salaries, benefits, and other costs.

• Paid vs. volunteer ↑ Paid staff require salaries and fringe; volunteers do not but still have costs related to training, supervision, 
management, and retention.

• Training/support ↑ More time spent on onboarding and refresher trainings, case conferencing, and debriefs improve quality and 
retention but require more staff to maintain service levels. 

• Remote work ↓ A flexible remote work policy allows for reduced capital, facilities, and maintenance costs.

Network size ↑ More centers increase costs as each center will require infrastructure, with some duplicated costs.

Routing ↓ Centralized routing allows for more efficient staffing but may lack local context.
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Center-level Staffing Model Assumptions

• Contact Center Director
• Contact Center Manager
• 988 Program Manager
• Human Resources Manager
• Accounting/Payroll
• Recruiter
• Technology Manager
• IT Support Specialist

• Workforce Management Analyst
• Scheduler
• Crisis Counselor
• Supervisors
• Resource Specialist
• Training Associate
• Quality Improvement Associate

The cost model allocates funding to support dedicated and shared personnel resources: 

It prioritizes staff development and wellbeing in its consideration of staff hours: 

• 105 hours of onboarding training
• 9 hours/month for QI coaching, debriefing, and  

case conferencing

• 2 hours/month for refresher trainings
• 4.5 hours/month for wellness webinars, training 

and morale-boosting activities

As we plan for 988 and consider what it might take to meet the potential new volume demand, 
we also aimed to better understand what it could cost to standardize quality and performance 
across 988 network centers.  
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WORKING DRAFT – PRE-DECISIONAL

Network Size and Routing

Centralized in-state routing can help states with large in-state 
network sizes to reduce costs by eliminating the need for 24/7 operations 

at all locations 

Routing

In-state
network

size

Budget
More in-state centers can help 
strengthen connections to 
local communities and 
resources and increase 988’s 
ability to effectively promote 
local awareness and 
engagement. 

Operating multiple in-state 
centers is less cost effective
because it requires more 
workforce and infrastructure 
expenses.

Performance management and 
quality monitoring across 
multiple centers can be more 
challenging, and adoption of 
standardized practices and/or 
system changes may be 
slower.
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Center-level cost model design assumptions
Type Variables Model Assumptions

Volume and scope

Volume 7.6 million offered contacts (excludes VCL) year 1

Service modalities Inbound and outbound calls, chats, and texts

Handle time 20 minutes

Service standards

KPIs
74% answer rate across all channels with 85% of contacts connected in 20 seconds or less. (Currently, many 
centers have much higher call answer rates. Lifeline expects higher answer rates should be achieved in 
subsequent years as chat and text services are more broadly expanded in states)

• Service level

Workforce 
requirements

Staffing

• Number/type of staff Robust staffing plan based on best practices

• Paid vs. volunteer Counselor salaries are based on current Bureau of Labor Statistics averages for social workers. All staff are 
salaried with full benefits. 

• Training/support 105 hrs of initial training and 15 hrs/month of coaching, debriefs, and training.

• Remote work Allowed as volume grows

Network size National network of ~200 centers 

Routing Two models: “Independent” model routes an individual to their nearest local crisis center; “Centralized” 
model routes to the first available counselor in the individual’s home state, which might not be the nearest 
local center. Applies to states with multiple centers.
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988 Lifeline center-level cost 

Parameters:
● Year range: year 1
● Offered volume, excluding VCL contacts: 7.6 million contacts
● Answered volume: 5.6 million contacts
● Network: 200 centers

Total

Total Center-Level Costs $441M

Cost per Contact $79

● Cost per Call $64

● Cost per Chat $106

● Cost per Text $60

● Cost per Follow-up $40
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State workload forecast and cost reports 

As part of the 988 State Planning Grants, Vibrant created 
state-specific workload forecasts and cost estimates that will 
be available online in April 2020.  Every state and U.S. territory 
has unique characteristics and costs vary. 

Vibrant recommends that states collaborate with their local 
crisis centers and stakeholders to determine how the factors 
outlined in this presentation, and others, may affect their cost 
calculations.

Technical assistance will be given to grantees to review and 
further refine estimates to reflect state-level design choices.  

For questions or to request a state report, please contact 
988inquiries@vibrant.org. 



CrisisNow.com/Library
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