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Policy Memo: Addressing Language and Cultural Barriers in 911 Services 

 

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Individuals who do not speak English as a first language face a number of challenges when 

confronted with an emergency and forced to dial 911. Language and cultural barriers first appear 

with the first-responders, the 911 call takers, which often causes miscommunication and delays in 

response time. This is detrimental to callers when faced with a dire or time-sensitive emergency, 

and also makes access to emergency services iniquitous.  

 

We propose two distinct mechanisms to make emergency services more accessible to non-native 

English speakers. First, we recommend that the Office of Emergency Management and 

Communications (OEMC) reduce the response lag by actively recruiting more multilingual call 

takers and implementing workplace incentive structures to retain such talent. Although outsourced 

language translation services are less costly and necessary when callers speak a language not 

understood by first responder staff, they should remain a second resort. Secondly, we recommend 

voice and accent sensitization programs as part and parcel of a comprehensive anti-bias training 

for call-takers, in order to minimize miscommunication. 

 

Chicago is a highly multicultural city with immigrant groups spread across various income levels. 

It is home to 153 different languages with Spanish, Polish, Arabic, Tagalog, and Chinese being 

the most common.1  According to the latest US census, around 36% of Chicago residents speak a 

language other than English at home. With the city experiencing a daily call volume in the tens of 

thousands, it is very likely that calls from non-native English speakers are a daily occurrence. 

Furthermore, with the influx of refugees from countries like Afghanistan and Iraq, it is of the 

essence that the OEMC remains accessible to communities vulnerable to crime, especially 

domestic violence.  

 

i) Overcoming Language Barriers by Increasing the Proportion of Multilingual Emergency Call-

Takers 

 

While Chicago does have existing protocols in place for callers who do not speak English, 

numerous bottlenecks remain. When a non-English-speaking caller phones 911, they are either 

referred to a staff member who speaks the same language or a translator from a third-party service 

provider.2 In 2016, the City of Chicago awarded Language Select, a California-based language 

translation and interpretation service, a 3 million dollar contract to work with 911 and 311 call 

centers.3 Outsourcing is definitely a less costly alternative to hiring multilingual staff as charges 

are incurred per minute. However, delays still occur and being put on hold is common. Even if this 

 
1 US Census 2018 
2 https://www.citybureau.org/language-barriers 
3 https://slator.com/city-of-chicago-awards-usd-3m-contract-to-language-select/ 
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lasts only a couple extra minutes, it is detrimental in a serious emergency. Furthermore, translation 

back and forth between the caller, translator, and call-taker leads to additional time wasted. These 

issues have been documented by several 911 centers in Washington and Oregon, which have 

sizable immigrant populations.4  

 

As such, it is imperative for the OEMC to hire enough multilingual staff as emergency call-takers 

such that the five most prevalent languages in Chicago (Spanish, Polish, Tagalog, Chinese, 

Arabic), at minimum, are adequately represented. This can be achieved by implementing 

workplace incentives and altering their recruitment strategy to diversify their applicant pool.  

 

Call-taker positions notoriously have low remuneration with shifts that can last up to 16 hours. 

Annual salaries in Chicago are around 50,000 USD per annum.5 Pay incentives in the form of 

bonuses for multilingual call-takers could help address this barrier. This has already been 

implemented in the Willamete Valley district in Oregon, with promising results.6 Since Spanish 

and Polish are the most prevalent languages after English in Chicago, they are likely to be more 

represented amongst callers and call-takers, so additional bonus stipends should be awarded if 911 

call-takers speak Chinese, Tagalog, Arabic, or other languages.  

 

Apart from pay incentives, the OEMC should undertake concerted efforts to broaden its pool of 

recruits within the 911 call center. In Washington DC, a program was implemented involving 

partnering with community colleges to train underemployed residents to work as 311 call-takers 

with the opportunity to eventually get promoted to the 911 call center.7 Just like Washington DC, 

Chicago has a number of diverse neighborhoods, in terms of ethnicity, income-level, and 

languages spoken. For these reasons, we recommend that the City of Chicago implement a similar 

program in tandem with the City Colleges of Chicago or other organizations that provide skills-

training or employment readiness to residents.     

 

ii) Overcoming Cultural Barriers Through Accent Sensitization Training 

 

Accents are an intrinsic part of culture which has a strong impact on the ability of an individual to 

communicate effectively with others despite speaking the same language. A detrimental effect of 

accent on the message especially in an emergency situation may result in delay or inaccuracy and 

therefore a breakdown in communication. Research suggests that comprehensibility is affected by 

unfamiliar accented speech.8 Given the diverse cultural backgrounds of the residents of Chicago 

and the potential influx of refugees from Afghanistan and Iraq, we suggest voice and accent 

sensitization to be included in the training provided to 911 dispatchers. These trainings can be 

designed and conducted by language/linguistic professionals and can be administered as part of a 

workshop series at least once a year.  

 
4https://www.nwnewsnetwork.org/human-interest/2014-08-18/what-happens-when-911-callers-dont-speak-english 
5 https://www.ziprecruiter.com/Salaries/911-Dispatcher-Salary-in-Chicago,IL 
6https://www.nwnewsnetwork.org/human-interest/2014-08-18/what-happens-when-911-callers-dont-speak-english 
7https://www.vera.org/downloads/publications/understanding-police-enforcement-911-analysis.pdf Chapter 8 
8 http://www.ifcasl.org/Feedback_Workshop/Abstracts/Lecumberri_et_al.pdf 
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While there are anti-bias training programs in place, they majorly focus on racially equitable 

emergency communications in the wake of the murder of George Floyd and many others at the 

hands of law enforcement.9 We observe a gap in the training program, wherein the speech styles 

used by the international community are not taken into account. International students coming to 

Chicago to pursue higher education are particularly at risk despite having adequate language 

training, their accent might prevent them from having effective communication with law 

enforcement. University of Chicago boasts of a growing international community with 

international students making up about 25.9% of its student body.10 China is the largest contributor 

to this growth. Accent sensitization and training creates a more hospitable and inclusive 

environment for the international community. Moreover, a non-native English speaker does not 

have proper recourse if the 911 dispatcher is not able to understand the emergency. This training 

can be the starting point which covers this gap and leads to formation of laws for recourse.  

 

 

 

 

 
9https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/racial-bias-trainings-surged-after-george-floyds-death-a-year-later-

experts-are-still-waiting-for-bold-change 
10https://www.collegefactual.com/colleges/university-of-chicago/student-life/international/ 
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