911 operators in Thurston County, Washington’s emergency dispatch center.

911 Analysis: Call Data Shows We Can
Rely Less on Police

April 2022

When people feel ill-equipped to resolve health and safety issues on their own—such as mental
health crises, neighbor disputes, and trespassing concerns—they deserve support. In many commu-
nities, calling 911 for police assistance is the only way to get a timely response. However, police are
often tasked with addressing 911 calls that pose no imminent threat or danger to others. Using police
as our primary first responders contributes to overpolicing and police violence.! It also compounds

a racial justice issue, as Black communities and other communities of color have disproportionately
shouldered these harms.?

911 data analysis can help us understand what people urgently need from public safety systems and
reduce our overreliance on police to meet those needs. Vera’s previous analysis of 911 data from five
cities, published in 2020, found that the vast majority of 911 calls do not involve crimes or violence.?
Building on that evidence, this analysis of recent 911 data from nine cities—including the four cities
in Vera’s 2020 analysis that publicly share their 911 data on an ongoing basis—found that in most of
the cities, fewer than 3 percent of calls were for situations involving a violent crime, revealing
the need for a variety of timely responses that unarmed civilian responders may be better equipped
to deliver than police.* In fact, many “criminal” 911 calls involve underlying substance use or mental
health issues, homelessness, poverty, or other well-being concerns that police are ill-equipped to
handle.® Instead, jurisdictions should dispatch civilian responders to a range of calls to better align
responses with the unmet needs of callers and reduce reliance on police.®
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Methodology

For this analysis, Vera researchers used publicly available 911 data from police departments in
Baltimore, MD; Burlington, VT; Cincinnati, OH; Detroit, MI; Hartford, CT; New Orleans, LA; New York, NY;
Seattle, WA; and Tucson, AZ.” The data includes a total of 15.6 million community member-initiated
calls to 911 between January 2019 and November 2021.2 For more information on the timeline of the
data collected, see 911 Explainers: Methodology and Limitations.

This analysis also divides 911 calls into “criminal” and “noncriminal” categories to shed light on how
often community members seek help with situations identified by 911 operators as involving criminal
activity or not. Categorizing calls this way illuminates immediate opportunities to divert responses
from police to civilian teams.? It is important to keep in mind that “crime” is not synonymous with
“violence,” and many situations that are considered “criminal” do not necessarily pose a threat to
the public.

For more information about the methodology behind this fact sheet, as well as the challenges and
opportunities presented by 911 data analyses more generally, please see the accompanying publica-
tion 911 Explainers: Methodology and Limitations.

Findings

Figure 1. Breakdown of 911 Call Type Across Nine Cities Analyzed

. Violent Traffic . Property . Other crime . Non criminal Mental health

100% — . . . - — . —_— —
80%
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20%
Baltimore, Tucson, New Detroit, Hartford, Cincinnati,  Seattle,  Burlington, New York,
MD AZ Orleans, LA Mi CcT OH WA VT Ny

This stacked bar graph shows how across the nine cities analyzed, the majority of 911 calls involved noncriminal situations.

Only a minor percentage of calls were for violent crimes.
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Analysis of Noncriminal versus Violent Crime Calls

The maijority of 911 calls in each city Vera analyzed—and an average of 62.6 percent of calls across
all nine cities—involved noncriminal situations.®

Figure 2. Percentage of Noncriminal 911 Calls in Nine Cities Analyzed

Baltimore, | Burlington, Cincinnati, | Detroit, | Hartford, | New Orleans, | New York, Seattle, | Tucson, AZ
MD VT OH MI CT LA NY WA

70.0% ‘ 75.0% ‘ 53.5% ‘ 57.6% ‘ 70.0% ‘ 61.3% ‘ 61.1% ‘ 59.1% ‘ 56.3%

In three cities, at least 70 percent of all calls were for noncriminal situations.

Calls involving violent crimes in progress warrant urgent responses from police, but 911 data reveals
that these situations comprise relatively small percentages of overall call volume.™

Figure 3. Percentage of Violent Crime 911 Calls in Nine Cities Analyzed

Baltimore, | Burlington, | Cincinnati, | Detroit, | Hartford, | New New York, | Seattle, | Tucson,
MD vT OH Mi CT Orleans, NY WA AZ

LA
11% <1% 1.9% ‘ 1% ‘ 3.2% ‘ 2.1% <1% ‘ 71% ‘ 2.3%

For six of the nine cities in the analysis, no more than 3 percent of 911 calls involved violent crime, and
only two cities—Seattle and Detroit—saw these percentages rise above 5 percent. This data accounts
for all violent crime-related calls, including both calls for crimes in progress and for reported crimes.

This information clearly indicates that people are typically calling 911 to solve problems that present
no imminent public safety risk and have little, if anything, to do with crime—and thus do not warrant
a default police response. Yet communities continue to rely on police for a wide range of nonviolent,
noncriminal situations. In the nine-city sample, four cities provided publicly available data that
allowed researchers to ascertain whether calls prompted an on-scene police response. Among these
cities, police were dispatched to up to 88 percent of 911 calls received.”

Most Common 911 Calls

The most common 911 calls include the following call types: Business Checks, Disturbances,
Suspicious Persons, and Complaints.
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Figure 4. Most Common 911 Calls in the Nine Cities Analyzed

City, State Call Description Percent of the City’s 911
Calls
Baltimore, MD Business Check 28.5%
Cincinnati, OH Advised Incident 18.9%
Detroit, Ml Disturbance 17.2%
New Orleans, LA Complaint Other 1.9%
Cincinnati, OH 911 Call No Emergency 10.8%
Seattle, WA Disturbance Miscellaneous 10.4%
Cincinnati, OH Tow Vehicle 10.2%
Burlington, VT Suspicious Events 9.7%
Detroit, Ml Hang-up® 94%
Hartford, CT Breach of Peace 9.0%
New Orleans, LA Disturbance Other 8.8%
Detroit, Ml Unknown Problem 8.2%
Seattle, WA Suspicious 8.0%
Tucson, AZ Check Welfare 8.0%
Hartford, CT Domestic 7.9%

“Business Check” calls typically involve businesses calling 911 to request that police pass by or
check in to address behavior in the vicinity of a business, including loitering and similar con-

cerns. “Disturbance” and “complaint” calls typically refer to a broad range of concerns involving
noncriminal situations and situations that may be escalated by police presence rather than resolved
by it. “Complaint” may pertain to specific businesses and residences and can include issues ranging
from obstructing an entrance to a general request for police presence.

Additionally, 911 centers receive many calls involving a “suspicious person,” but no clear
criminal activity.

Figure 5. Percentage of “Suspicious” Activity 911 Calls in Nine Cities Analyzed

Baltimore, | Burlington, | Cincinnati, | Detroit, Ml | Hartford, New New York, | Seattle, | Tucson,
MD vT OH CT Orleans, LA | NY WA AZ
<1% 9.7%  |23%  |<1% | 6.8% 53%  |40% |80% |63%

When 911 callers report ambiguous situations like “suspicious” activities, call-takers are often
trained or required to send a police response to avoid the potential perils of underestimating the
public safety risk of an incident, including both harm to the public and professional consequenc-
es for themselves, such as disciplinary action.™ And, even when call-takers can identify that there
is no clear threat to public safety based on callers’ reports, community members who demand

a police response may get a police response as a matter of departmental policy and due to the
lack of an alternative unarmed first response.”™ Jurisdictions have various policies and protocols
for when call-takers are empowered to resolve calls without dispatching a response and when
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they are required to dispatch police.” In fact, some 911 calls do not need any kind of in-person
response and may benefit from phone-based or administrative alternatives, such as help lines or
online crime reporting.”

Moreover, when 911 operators overestimate the seriousness of an incident, responding officers may
have a disproportionate sense of danger and may escalate the situation upon arriving on scene.®
Additionally, an audit of 911 data in Clayton, Missouri, found that “suspicious person” calls dispro-
portionately target Black people, with bias in the community driving unnecessary and potentially
harmful encounters between police and the public.” Multiple high-profile incidents involving 911 calls
reveal stark examples of how white people have weaponized 911 to target Black people.?°

Conclusion

This analysis of 911 data suggests that police, who are uniquely empowered among first responders
to use force and make arrests, are inappropriate responders for a substantial portion of the concerns
that community members bring to the attention of emergency communications centers. Yet despite
this reality, existing 911 systems are designed to primarily deliver police responses. Rather than relying
on police, many calls that currently prompt a police response could instead be addressed by a range
of civilian responders, such as crisis workers, peer support specialists, and credible messengers.?

Recommendations:

> Police involvement in emergency response should be reserved for situations involving crimes in
progress that pose an imminent threat to people’s lives or bodily safety. When there is ambiguity
at the call-taker level, jurisdictions must account for the potential harms of sending police before
dispatching them by default, including for calls involving a “suspicious person” with no clear
criminal activity.

> Local governments should make 911 data public and accessible and should partner with community-
based organizations on analysis to identify opportunities for civilian responses that minimize the
reliance on police as default first responders. These stakeholders can then work together to design
and develop new emergency responses to address the unmet needs reflected in local 911 data, as
well as community-based supports to proactively address the issues that prompt calls to 911.

> Elected officials must ensure that alternatives to policing and the 911 centers that dispatch them
are adequately resourced to meet community needs.

For more information, see Vera’s companion factsheet on the role of 911 analysis in developing civilian

response programs for behavioral health crises; the fact sheet series on alternatives to policing; and

the comprehensive 2020 analysis of 911 data and the broader emergency communications landscape.
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