
Chapter 2: Alternative First Responders 
 

 

Introduction 

 

The public dials 911 for a wide array of issues, not all of which are serious or urgent in nature. 

Many are requests for information that are handled by call takers or referred to other agencies or 

local nonprofits,1 while others result in a responder being dispatched to the scene. Yet in most 

jurisdictions, call takers have just three options when choosing a responder: police, fire, or 

emergency medical services.  

 

Even in jurisdictions that have alternatives to these three types of responders, such as mental 

health clinicians or mobile crisis units, call taker awareness of those resources may be limited 

owing to a lack of training or poor coordination between emergency communications centers 

(ECCs) and social and health services entities.2 As a result, police dispatch is the default 

response to many calls for service, despite the fact that officers are not trained as social workers 

or behavioral health professionals. This “police first” response model places a strain on police 

resources, increases the odds that problems will be met with an enforcement-oriented response, 

and potentially exacerbates racial disparities in those responses.3   

 

When it comes to calls for police service specifically, estimates from a five-site study suggest 

that the most frequent incident type is noncriminal in nature, with four in five calls pertaining to 

a complaint or request for an officer to perform a welfare check.4 A more recent nine-site study 

found that the vast majority of calls for service are for non-violent and non-life-threatening 

events.5 Similar findings have been replicated in studies of individual jurisdictions: in 

Philadelphia, about four percent of calls for service involve violent crime6 and approximately 65 

percent of calls do not need an armed response;7 in San Antonio, 39 percent of calls are of the 

lowest priority level, with the vast majority pertaining to traffic incidents;8 and in Seattle, 80 

percent of calls pertain to non-criminal events.9 These findings underscore the importance of 
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developing a greater array of alternative first responses and complementary community-based 

resources that focus on wellness and prevention10 while also developing more effective policing 

practices in response to the current climate of rising violent crime.11  The question of who can 

respond instead of—or in ways that complement—police has become more pressing in the 

current policy moment, particularly given national efforts to assess and address racial biases in 

all aspects of the criminal legal system.12  

 

Traditional responses to calls to 911 are not necessarily meeting the needs of the public, who 

often call 911 for non-emergency matters. As a result, many promising practices have been 

introduced to provide people with augmented access to appropriate medical, social service, and 

community resources in lieu of or in addition to police/EMS/fire response.13 These alternative 

responses can be in-person or remote, with the COVID-19 pandemic rapidly expanding the use 

of telemedicine for emergency services.14 Alternative responders include non-law enforcement 

government actors, professionals who accompany traditional responders, contracted community-

based organizations, and community collectives. Potential alternative or co-responder 

approaches may address not only mental health and substance use, but also false alarms, animal 

control, domestic altercations, traffic, and calls involving low-level crimes. They may also 

reduce the racially disparate impacts associated with police response to calls pertaining to Black 

and brown people, although more research is needed to test that hypothesis, particularly given 

the documented racial disparities in delivery of health services.15 
 

This review describes program examples of alternative first responder and co-responder models; 

highlights local jurisdictional efforts to redirect calls from an emergency government response; 

identifies ways these new responses can both provide a better service to communities and reduce 

harms to the public; summarizes the research on their implementation and impact; and puts forth 

research questions that can inform efforts to ensure that alternative responses meet their intended 

goals. The primary focus is on alternatives or complements to police responses because 911 calls 

for service are overwhelmingly routed to police for response. This is not because the 911 calls 

are clearly defined or identifiable as police calls. Rather, dispatching police is often the default 

for the numerous calls that are not clearly defined, such as “disturbance” and other codes that 

serve as a catchall for the various reasons people call 911. Indeed, even a fair share of calls to 

311 leads to police dispatch.16 As such, some alternative responder models featured in this 

chapter operate through 311 systems. 
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Programs that are officer-led and designed to divert people from the criminal justice system (e.g., 

Law Enforcement Assisted Diversion)17 as well as those for which responding officers have 

determined there is a need for referral to social services (e.g., services for survivors of intimate 

partner violence18 and supports for survivors of opioid overdoses)19 are outside of the scope of 

this review. While these practices may be worthwhile undertakings,20,21 they do not typically 

represent an alternative to 911 or the use of police first responders. 22 For a description of other 

programs that are complementary to but beyond the scope of this chapter, see the Community-

Driven Responses textbox. 

 
Figure 2.1: Community-Driven Responses 

 
Numerous other programs and toolkits have been developed in the United States and across the world 

with the goal of generating options for community-driven responses and alternatives to 911 calls for 

service. Examples of such programs include the following:  

● response units trained and equipped to provide assistance in cases of drug overdose;  

● conflict resolution efforts to address situations that are unlikely to result in serious injury or harm 

(e.g., disputes with neighbors over parked cars or blocked driveways);  

● suicide ambulances and ambulatory care akin to the psychiatric nurse response deployed through 

specialized clinical ambulances in Stockholm, Sweden;23  

● social services that can reasonably respond to community requests for needs, such as requests for 

food, when callers have no other alternatives to attend to these basic needs; and  

● other alternative responses to crime and violence, such as organizations like Rose City Copwatch 

in Portland, Oregon through their Alternatives to Police Toolkit; the Creative Interventions 

Toolkit: A Practical Guide to Stop Interpersonal Violence; the Safe OUTside the System (SOS) 

Collective of the Audre Lorde Project’s Safer Party Toolkit; and Charleston, SC’s Don’t Call The 

Police, community-based alternatives to the police.24 

 

These resources offer guidance around alternatives to calling 911 or seeking a police response. 

Given this intention, they are not a focus of the current review. However, the growing 

availability and importance of such options in the current landscape renders their growing 

development and availability noteworthy. 
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State of Practice: Behavioral Health Crises 

 

Vulnerable populations, including people experiencing homelessness and those living with 

disabilities or mental and behavioral health disorders, are often subjects of calls to 911, and are at 

risk of injury or death during police encounters.25 People living with mental health and addiction 

disorders are overrepresented in arrests that lead to confinement in jails and prisons.26 In the 

aftermath of the murder of George Floyd in May 2020, the national conversation has focused 

attention on reducing the police footprint in 911 calls for service regarding low-level crimes, 

addiction, mental illness, and disability. Also prominent is the call to build and strengthen 

community-based resources to support individuals in crisis as alternatives to police response.27 

 

Estimates of the number of calls that relate to people experiencing a behavioral health crisis, and 

how these crises are defined and identified, vary by location and method of assessment. Recent 

research found that calls pertaining to mental health concerns made up approximately 1.3 percent 

of the calls where police were dispatched.28 Other analyses have found that 6.5 percent of 

dispatched calls include a person in mental health crisis.29 These differences may stem from 

regional variations in coding and notation practices, as well as lack of clarity and missing details 

about these calls when they come into the 911 ECC.30 Socio-economic or other jurisdictional 

characteristics, such as availability of resources, may also influence call frequency. Regardless, 

these low estimates suggest that eliminating the police response to calls that are currently 

identified as behavioral or mental health-related, and which do not exhibit an emergent violent 

crime, may not result in a significant reduction in the overall share of calls that lead to police 

dispatch.31  

 

The number of calls, though a meaningful issue for the ECC and responding agencies alike, is 

not the only metric of interest. For example, agencies report that these calls are time consuming32 

and complex, and they can be dangerous. An estimated one in four cases in which people are 

killed by police involve someone experiencing a mental health crisis.33 Greater specificity is 

needed on the front end to better determine caller needs and to deploy the best response. 

 

To improve safety during these calls and connect people to appropriate services, policymakers 

must address key considerations that often hinge on procedures in ECCs, which serve as hubs for 
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public requests for assistance, and on the availability of relevant services for vulnerable 

populations.34 This review highlights cross-system collaboration to reduce police involvement 

and increase access to appropriate services and supports. These programs are proliferating 

quickly with the aid of new, practical stakeholder tools.35,36 A map depicting initiatives around 

the nation can be found at Transform911. 

 

Police-Based Responses to Behavioral Health Crises 

Police departments and communities across the country have collaborated to implement 

alternative responses that aim to reduce fatal police encounters and increase access to crisis 

services for vulnerable populations. The two most employed approaches are Crisis Intervention 

Teams (CIT) and co-responder models. These models are not focused on reducing police 

presence. Instead, they seek to improve interactions between officers and community members. 

CIT programs involve substantial officer training and extensive collaboration with community 

partners to emphasize on-scene crisis de-escalation and connection to appropriate services 

instead of jail.37 Co-responder models typically involve a collaboration between a police officer 

and mental health professional who respond together to crisis calls concerning behavioral health 

or other disturbances that can be linked to underlying mental health, substance use, or 

homelessness concerns.38 (See below for further research evidence on the effectiveness of CIT 

intervention.) 

 

Civilian-Based Response Programs and ECCs’ Role  

While mobile crisis teams (MCTs) are present in many communities, this review covers those 

that are dispatched by 911 or 311 call takers.39 These MCTs are civilian responses that address 

crisis calls categorized as non-violent “nuisance” or “quality of life” crime, typically concerning 

mental health, substance use disorder, and homelessness.40 The types of responders in these 

models vary, and can include mental health professionals, paramedics, peers with lived 

experience, or trained crisis responders.41 A key element of the programs dispatched by 911 

professionals is the practice of allowing non-police department personnel to carry police radios 

so they can either monitor radio traffic to identify calls they might respond to and/or receive 

dispatches directly from 911 professionals.42  

 

 
34 DeLaus, “Alternatives to first responders.” 
35Council of State Governments Justice Center, “The Toolkit,” accessed December 16, 2021, 
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40 SAMHSA, “Executive Order Safe Policing for Safe Communities: Addressing Mental Health, Homelessness, and Addiction 
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One example of this approach is Crisis Assistance Helping Out On The Streets (CAHOOTS), 

which started in Eugene, OR in 1989.43 In this pioneering model, White Bird Clinic staff carry 

police radios and respond to crisis calls concerning mental health, substance use disorder, and 

homelessness.44 These staff are trained for their role and are often not traditional mental health 

practitioners.45 In a similar program in Atlanta, GA, team members of the Policing Alternatives 

and Diversion (PAD) Initiative respond to 311 callers expressing a need for resources related to 

behavioral health or poverty.46 

 

Iterations of the CAHOOTS model have emerged in Olympia, WA, Denver, CO, Austin, TX, 

Chicago, IL, Portland, OR, New York City, NY, Oakland, CA, and continue to propagate.47 

Specifically, Denver has replicated the CAHOOTS model through a collaboration between the 

police department and the Mental Health Center of Denver known as STAR.48 

 

Another emerging practice involves creating a new entity to respond to these calls. For example, 

in Albuquerque, New Mexico, instead of police or fire, 911 dispatchers can deploy a third branch 

of public safety – The Albuquerque Community Safety (ACS) Department.49 The agency recruits 

social workers, counselors, and people with experience in the field of peer-support to be 

dispatched in teams of two to non-violent and non-medical crises. Unlike traditional emergency 

responders, they are trained to assess situations involving mental health emergencies with a goal 

of reducing arrests.50 

 

Alternative responses to calls involving someone in crisis do not always require dispatching a 

specialized team. In Phoenix, AZ, 911 professionals transfer calls to a mental health expert who 

triages the situation and either addresses the person’s needs by phone or sends a mobile crisis 

team.51 In several other jurisdictions, including Dallas, TX,52 Houston, TX,53 and Detroit, MI,54 a 

mental health expert is present in the communications center and 911 professionals transfer the 

call to them for triage and appropriate response. In all cases, the call can be transferred back to 

the 911 professional if needed.55 
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Civilian- and Community-Based Response Programs and Needed Resources 

Alternative response programs face serious workforce shortages,56 especially in rural areas,57 

with some recommending the development of multiple pathways of entry into this workforce that 

focus on the skills needed rather than educational attainment alone.58 For example, CAHOOTS 

crisis workers must have experience or education in their field, and the White Bird Clinic 

conducts extensive training,59 while in Oakland, CA, the response program focuses on hiring 

people with lived experience.60 Indeed, one of the earliest first response alternative programs in 

the country was established in the 1960s when Black community members in Pittsburgh felt 

“indignity and fear when forced to rely on police officers for transportation to the hospital.”61 In 

response, residents developed a community-based alternative program called Pittsburgh’s 

Freedom House Enterprise Ambulance Service staffed with Black community members who 

were trained to provide emergency medical services.62 A study of the program found that 

Freedom House paramedics provided improper treatment in 11% of cases, compared with 62% 

of cases improperly handled by the police.63 Some posit that these findings demonstrate the 

potential both for alternative responses and their capacity to reduce racial disparities.64 While 

Freedom House was deprioritized in favor of a citywide ambulance program and ultimately 

closed in 1975,65 such creative innovations, especially as a reaction to racial inequity, continue 

today. For example, Chicago-based Ujimaa Medics provides training to enable community 

members to provide essential first aid to gun violence victims.66  

 

State of Practice: Domestic Violence/Intimate Partner Violence 

 

The standard pathway for domestic violence (DV) incidents in most jurisdictions is a call to 911, 

from either the survivor or a third party, that results in police dispatch to the scene. DV survivors 

often share households with their abusers, however, making it difficult for them to call 911. 

Calling or threatening to call 911 during such crises may lead to increased abuse or violence 

from the abuser.67 Many survivors are also unwilling to call 911 because of the consequences of 
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involving the police, which may include loss of child custody,68 loss of housing,69 loss of 

economic and social support from the partner,70 fears of harm to the victim and abuser as the 

result of arrest or police use-of-force,71 and the threat of increased abuse.72 In some states, 

mandatory arrest rules in cases of domestic abuse can lead to the arrest of the survivor, in 

addition to or instead of the abuser.73 Mandatory arrest laws have not been associated with 

reductions in subsequent abuse by arrestees.74 While one study found that mandatory arrests laws 

may actually increase intimate partner homicides,75 a more recent found no such evidence.76  

 

Some alternative first responses to DV incidents come in the form of a co-response model where 

two or more agencies coordinate responses. These collaborations aim to use each partner’s 

strengths to best serve survivors and provide coordinated response and case management, 

including follow-up care. Involved sectors may include criminal justice, health care, social work, 

and nonprofit partners.  

 

Co-responders either respond immediately to the scene or arrive once officers have responded 

and assessed the need for them to come. These co-responders typically provide immediate 

services to survivors and their families, including assessing and enhancing survivor safety, 

providing information about social services, and developing a plan to access these services. 

Examples of these true co-responder models include programs in Los Angeles, CA,77 Richmond, 

VA,78, Rochester, NY,79, and St. Joseph County, IN.80  

 

While there are likely many types of domestic altercations that are appropriate to divert to 

alternative or co-response models, the field lacks research on how to identify which calls 

appropriately fall in this category. Moreover, little is known about the impact of these alternative 

models and the degree to which they may inadvertently pose risks to survivors. The high social 

costs of both over- and under-policing these extremely sensitive situations underscores the 

pressing need for rigorous program evaluation in this particular area.  
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State of Practice: Alternative Responses to “Low-Level” Incidents, including Traffic 

Accidents, Burglaries, and False Alarms 

 

This category of response is variously defined and the subject of much discussion as 

communities reflect on ways to reduce police response to certain types of incidents, thereby 

reducing use of force and racial disparities and freeing up officer time to respond to and 

investigate serious crimes. Calls in this category are not exigent and arguably do not require an 

armed response. This category can contain low-level crimes, such as a completed burglary when 

the perpetrator is not on scene,81 responses to traffic accidents with no injuries,82 and thefts for 

which the perpetrator is gone.83 These calls are common.84 For example, in a recent analysis of 

open data on calls for service in three jurisdictions, researchers found that between 13 and 19 

percent of calls involved traffic complaints.85 Burglar alarms take up an outsized amount of law 

enforcement response86 and are predominantly false alarms.87,88      

 

Some police agencies, facing serious staffing shortages in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic,89 

have reduced on-scene response to these low-level crimes and violations, which are instead 

routed to 311 where a report can be taken, or callers are asked to report their complaint online.90 

Efforts to reduce automated calls from burglar alarms to police have ranged from fines to 

educating the public on preventing and identifying false alarms to private-public partnerships 

that create a marketplace for alternative on-site response that can verify the alarm.91  

 

An emerging practice is the creation of a civilian response unit, also called a community 

responder model, where non-armed personnel respond on scene or by phone to address 

complaints and manage disputes.92 In Tucson, for example, Community Service Officers are 

deployed to address minor complaints.93       

 

State of Practice: Animal Control 
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Complaints about animals, ranging in severity from noise complaints to dog fights to reports of 

animal cruelty, come into 911 call centers frequently, although it is difficult to assess how 

frequently given that these complaints are often coded more generally as “complaints.”94  

 

As with calls about low-level crimes and disturbances, calls about animals can lead to officer 

dispatch, resulting in an inefficient use of police resources that could yield undesired outcomes 

owing to the presence of an armed responder. One study of small-town policing examined calls 

to a single ECC over two years and found the most common call to police involved animals (14 

percent).95 Alternatives to police response to such calls include animal safety hotlines (e.g., 

Animal Poison Control, Pet Poison Helpline, Animal Behavioral Hotline, and Animal Help Now 

for assistance with wildlife emergencies) and animal cruelty organizations (such as the American 

Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals and Humane Society), which can link callers to 

an animal control officer. Communities also work to redirect nuisance issues, such as barking 

dogs and stray animals, to relevant county/city agencies or to 311. 
 

Research Evidence 

 
The research evidence on the effectiveness of alternative police responses is thin, and studies are 

largely descriptive. Much of the research that exists on behavioral health alternative responses is 

on CIT programs. These programs have been the subject of descriptive survey data and pretest-

posttest knowledge assessments, wherein individuals are assessed at the beginning and end of the 

study in both control and experimental groups, for decades,96 but the programs have yet to be 

subject to randomized controlled trials, which are the gold standard for valid assessment of 

program effectiveness.97 In brief, literature on pretest-posttest evaluations of the CIT training 

component reveal that this training can successfully change officer attitudes. Observational 

studies of 911 call disposition reveal that when compared to their non-CIT-trained colleagues, 

CIT officers refer and transport people in crisis more often to mental health resources.98,99 A 

comprehensive study summarizing the literature on all facets of CIT implementation and 

outcomes noted improvements in officer attitudes and self-efficacy, as well as potentially safer 

immediate encounters related to the 911 call itself, but found limited evidence of improved long-

term outcomes for the subjects of CIT-involved calls.100 Although research is scant on co-

responder programs, they do appear to be effective in reducing transports to emergency 
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departments,101,102 increasing access to services, and saving health and criminal justice system 

time and money.103  

 

Descriptive research has focused on how many police calls for service are diverted to 

CAHOOTS and STAR. Analysis by the Eugene Police Department of the calls CAHOOTS has 

responded to indicates that the team has diverted approximately five to eight percent of calls for 

service from police response.104 A six-month pilot evaluation of STAR showed that the team 

composed of a mental health professional and a medic addressed approximately three percent of 

the police department’s calls for service.105 Other research on mobile crisis teams has focused on 

those units that are called either by the person in crisis or an associate, or by law enforcement 

officers from the field,106 and thus are not relevant to the focus of this review. 

 

Two descriptive studies have examined DV co-responder programs. In the first, surveys of 

clients who received services from the Los Angeles, CA, Domestic Abuse Response Team 

(DART) program revealed that a large majority of clients felt they were treated with respect, 

listened to, and were able to obtain a safety plan and learn about different resources from the 

advocates. The authors commented that “nearly all respondents left their abusers.” The DART 

program benefitted LAPD officers as well by improving officer knowledge of domestic abuse, 

reducing workloads, and improving efficiency.107 

 

In the second study, researchers interviewed subjects who received services from the co-

responder program in Richmond, VA, called Second Responders, and compared them to subjects 

in a comparable geographic area who did not receive these services. These individuals who 

received the co-responder intervention were pleased with their experiences with the program, 

and were significantly more likely to have made steps toward separating from the abuser and 

accessing services.108 

A single research project looked at the impact of a program called “verified response,” which 

activates a private security on-scene response to burglar alarms instead of police.109 The security 

officers then call police only if a crime is confirmed. Researchers found that a single case study 

site saw an 87 percent reduction in police responses to burglar alarms.110 Apart from descriptive 

studies noting the frequencies of calls, there are no research studies or program evaluations of the 
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impacts of diverting calls away from 911 that are related to low-level crimes (e.g., burglary, 

theft), incidents not involving a crime, traffic accidents, or animal control. 

 

Questions for Inquiry and Action 

 

The research on alternative responders has not kept pace with the proliferation of such programs, 

rendering the outcomes and tradeoffs of their implementation largely unknown. Rigorous 

evaluation is needed to explore the impact of alternative responders on the safe, equitable, and 

effective resolution of and response to public calls for service, along with assessments of their 

cost-effectiveness and any unintended outcomes. In order to test these models, basic research 

questions must also be answered around the frequency and types of calls for police service, the 

accuracy of the data collected, and the nature and effectiveness of protocols designed to ensure 

that call takers make appropriate use of alternative responders.  

 

 

● What share and types of calls to 911 and 311 result in police dispatch? What share and 

types of those calls result in a co-response of fire, paramedics, or mental health specialists 

being dispatched alongside police? To what degree does that vary by ECC, region, or 

state? How accurate is the coding and classification of data on call type and priority 

level? 

 

● What share and types of calls to 911 and 311 are appropriate for diversion to alternative 

responders or co-response units? To what degree do existing alternative responder 

resources and co-response units meet the needs of various communities, call types, and 

populations? What gaps exist and by what type of calls/needs and areas of alternative 

responder expertise? 

 

● Does the introduction of alternative response options dispatched through 911 change the 

quantity or demographic distribution of who calls 911 or the composition of calls 

received? 

 

● How effective are alternative first responder programs at resolving problems and 

reducing police dispatch, use of force, and disparate outcomes, especially for those who 

reside in marginalized communities, communities of color, and areas with historically 

high 911 call volume? 

 

● Are community members more or less satisfied with services they receive via alternative 

responders versus police officers? To what degree do services received through 

alternative responders affect community members’ perceptions of trust in municipal 

services, public safety services, and the government overall? To what degree do they 

affect community members’ future willingness to call 911 for police services? To what 

degree do they affect community members’ future willingness to call alternative hotlines? 

Do these outcomes vary by type of alternative responder or type of problem or issue to 

which they respond? 

 



● What is the degree to which alternative first responses increase or decrease call center 

professionals’ abilities to answer calls efficiently and classify and triage calls accurately? 

To what degree does the introduction of new alternative responder options slow down or 

speed up the triaging and call resolution processes?  

 

● What policies and call-taking protocols work best in identifying which calls to divert to 

alternative resolution or responder? To what degree do call takers comply with those 

guidelines? What are the differential outcomes in call resolution based on variation in 

call-taker compliance? What strategies work best in ensuring call-taker compliance? To 

what degree does call-taker engagement or training influence the accuracy of alternative 

responder protocols and degree of implementation fidelity?  

 

● Recognizing that the measurement of bias in service delivery of any type is vital to an 

equitable and well-functioning government, to what degree do alternative first responses 

mitigate or exacerbate biased outcomes? How might these outcomes vary by the degree 

to which they are connected to/or involve the police? 

 

● What impact do alternative response models have on measures of police and community 

safety? Do these impacts differ by type of community (urban, rural, affluent, 

marginalized) and demographic of caller and subject(s) of call? 

 

● What share of non-police alternative responses ultimately result in police dispatch? Does 

this proportion vary by call type or characteristics of the community, caller, or call 

subject(s)? What factors are associated with calls for police dispatch that occur before 

arrival of the alternative response versus during or after alternative responses are 

attempted? 

 

● To what degree does the addition of alternative response models affect the volume of 911 

calls for police service and calls to 311 or other alternative hotlines?  

 

● What data are needed to support triage and dispatch protocols for communities with 

alternative response options?   

 

● What are community preferences for the composition of alternative response teams, 

avenues to access them, and the types of calls for service they should address? 
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