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BACKGROUND

The police are often viewed as the gatekeepers of the criminal legal system (CLS), and research emphasizes how
their decision-making affects various outcomes, particularly in relation to patrol officer discretion. However, public
safety communications personnel (PSCP), who answer 911 calls and handle radio operations, are frequently
overlooked, even though they are often the first point of contact for the public. PSCP make discretionary choices
that significantly influence police decisions and can affect case outcomes (Gillooly, 2020, 2022). These choices may
impact the enforcement of legal sanctions, the use of force, diversion programs, and ultimately, the jail population.

The dispatch process is complex and varies depending on the nature of the call, the specific agency, and the broader
community. There are multiple points of contact the public uses to reach public safety personnel by telephone:
emergency lines (i.e., 911) and various non-emergency and administrative lines. When a call comes into a Public
Safety Answering Point (PSAP), it is typically answered by a PSCP, who will listen to the caller's information, ask
probing questions, and, if the call requires a law enforcement response, enter details into computer systems, such
as Computer Aided Dispatching (CAD) software.

Throughout this process, PSCP make interpretive judgments based on the evolving information provided by the
caller(s) reporting an incident, including how to complete fixed-choice fields within a CAD system and what
information to enter into narrative open fields. Despite the recognition that those decisions (and choices made by
PSCP operating radio systems) influence public safety outcomes, little attention has been given to understanding
the work, world, and decisions of communications professionals. There is limited understanding of how PSCP use
their discretion, the factors that influence their decisions, and how their choices shape the subsequent actions of
other CLS actors and the CLS more broadly. Officers rely heavily on information provided by PSCPs. The interpretive
work of PSCPs (e.g., decisions about classification, prioritization, and information-sharing) (Gilsinan, 1989; Simpson,
2021), as well as their errors and omissions (Taylor, 2020), can influence the mindset and expectations of
responding officers (Gillooly, 2020, 2022; Pepinsky, 1976) through the process of “dispatch priming.”

PSCP operate within the context of their training, agency policies, and procedures. At the same time, they
frequently have the discretion to override normative practices based on their expertise and their assessment of
dynamic situations they confront in their work. This discretion is necessary given the highly fluid nature of the work
PSCP perform, the evolving, incomplete, and often inaccurate information they receive, and the vast array of
reasons the public contacts PSAPs. PSCP training, supervision, policy, and software provide guardrails that
establish normative practices regarding the types and numbers of resources mobilized in response to a call from
the public (i.e., police, fire, and/or EMS) as well as the intensity of the response, the inclusion of social services or
other resources, the diversion of a call from public safety responses, and the information shared with responding
personnel. Such information can influence responders’ mindset, mentality, assumptions, and tactics. Furthermore,
how PSCP engage with callers may affect citizens’ perceptions of procedural justice and their willingness to make
future calls to 911 and cooperate with the police (Flippin et al., 2019; Stafford, 2016; cf. Goodier & Lum, 2023). In this
context, PSCP and the PSAPs they work in can play vital roles in either perpetuating or addressing racial inequity
and race-based harms (Feldkamp & Neusteter, 2021; Forward through Ferguson, 2023).
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Further, as co- and alternate responder models have become increasingly prevalent, there has been a growing
recognition of the importance of PSCP decisions in determining which type of response (e.g., police, EMS, behavioral
health, social service) is best suited to address a given situation. Whether a person ends up receiving mental health
services or being detained in jail is determined, in part, by the decisions made by PSCP. Communications
professionals are increasingly recognized as key players in facilitating alternative pathways to jail. Policies, training,
and workflow modifications could help PSCP divert situations away from the invocation of legal interventions,
incarceration, and the use of force, and have the potential to reduce racial disparities in CLS outcomes. This is a
valuable area for research and potential intervention as we strive for a more just, appropriate, and equitable CLS.

However, it is necessary first to expand our understanding of PSCP's work, including their work environment (e.g.,
why the public calls PSAPs and the challenges and stressors PSCP see in their work), their discretionary choices
(e.g., perceived level of discretion and decision-making influences), how PSCP and the public interact, how PSCP's
decisions influence patrol officers' discretion, and the viability of seeking to divert, deflect, or modify the handling
of mental health crisis calls within PSAPs. This study explored these issues and developed an understanding of how
PSCP can assist communities and the CLS in achieving fair, equitable, and appropriate outcomes.

CURRENT STUDY

The project partnered Arizona State University (ASU) and the University of Missouri - St. Louis (UMSL). It focused
on three diverse MacArthur Safety + Justice Challenge (SJC) sites—East Baton Rouge Parish, Louisiana; St. Louis
County, Missouri; and Charleston County, South Carolina—that vary in community demographics, the structural
model for their communications functions, and the status of efforts to integrate diversion resources into
communications operations. Data for the study come from various sources. Using document and data analysis,
interviews, and systematic observations, the findings enhance the understanding of how PSCP influence CLS
outcomes and the potential to use the communications function as an intervention point in CLS reform. This detailed
information about the work environment of PSCP illustrates the many ways they serve as key decision-makers and
act as levers within the CLS, holding some power to determine responses to reported incidents and to the public’s
requests for assistance.

The project employs a mixed-methods approach to address six research goals.

Document the dispatch workflow in each PSAP.
Employ Computer Aided Dispatch (CAD) data to understand why the public calls the police.

Use data collected through Systematic Social Observation (SS0) at two sites (St. Louis County and East
Baton Rouge Parish) to develop a baseline understanding of how PSCP and members of the public interact.

Describe how PSCP experience their operating environment and work challenges, using interviews with
PSCP.

Explore how PSCP view their discretionary choices, drawing on interviews with PSCP.

—‘_



GATEKEEPING JUSTICE

Utilize interviews with PSCP and patrol officers to examine how these actors view each other’s roles, as
well as officers” understanding of how PSCP decisions affect their actions.

KEY FINDINGS

Ten key findings emerge from this research.

1. Jurisdictional Complexity Requires Tailored Call Routing Systems

The structure and complexity of local jurisdictions heavily shape how PSCP handle 911 calls. For example,
East Baton Rouge Parish uses EMS as the first point of contact, while St. Louis County, which serves more
than 20 law enforcement agencies, requires highly coordinated call routing. Charleston County relies on
jurisdictional verification through CAD and warm handoffs. These differences underscore the direct impact
of local governance and geography on emergency response protocols.

2. Mental Health Integration Varies Significantly Across Jurisdictions

St. Louis County has recently launched a program that embeds a behavioral health specialist within its
communications center. East Baton Rouge does not have an existing program, and Charleston has paused
this initiative, but has a robust system for integrating behavioral health clinicians into police responses.

3. Technology and Call Prioritization Tools Impact Efficiency and Consistency

Charleston's use of ProQA software helps PSCP process incoming calls by prompting specific questions for
various call types. This illustrates how automation can support consistency; however, this system is not
used when call volumes are high, an intermittent occurrence. All the sites used CAD technology that
generated pre-determined response packages based on a call’s classification. This included the number
and type of deployed public safety resources (police, fire, and/or EMS), as well as the event’s priority level,
which mattered if there was a queue of calls waiting for a response. St. Louis County employs a five-tier
priority system, providing more nuanced call triaging than East Baton Rouge’s three-tier structure.
Automation tools may improve consistency in emergency responses and facilitate alignment with policy;
however, it can frustrate members of the public who sometimes perceive the questions as unnecessary.

4. Call Takers Must Possess the Skills to Elicit Key Information from Callers

Individuals calling PSAPs exhibit a wide range of emotions, conditions, and circumstances. They might be
scared or traumatized, intoxicated or in @ mental health crisis, or unsure of the exact nature of the concern
they are reporting. PSCP must be able to navigate callers’ emotional and behavioral states without
becoming emotional in response to frustrating situations. Callers exhibited evidence of anger or frustration
in 13% of calls we observed in St. Louis County and 16% in Baton Rouge. Panic was observed in 9% of calls
in St. Louis County and 7% in Baton Rouge. Call takers we spoke with often discussed the challenges
associated with assisting callers who were “experiencing the worst day of their life.”
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5. Call Resolution Patterns Reflect Structural and Jurisdictional Differences

While most calls we observed were transferred to dispatch at both sites, St. Louis County was more likely
to route calls to EMS (23%) or to other agencies (11%), reflecting its more fragmented PSAP structure. In
contrast, East Baton Rouge Parish resolved a greater share of calls at the call-taker level (23%) and had
more hang-ups, suggesting different operational protocols and first-contact responsibilities between the
two systems.

6. Many 911 Calls Are Not Crime-Related and Vary in Dispatch Handling Across Jurisdictions

A substantial portion of the calls observed in both St. Louis County and East Baton Rouge Parish were
unrelated to crimes. Instead, they included traffic incidents, medical emergencies, information requests,
and general assistance. While many of these were still dispatched, particularly in St. Louis. East Baton
Rouge handled a greater share of administrative and informational calls without dispatch, suggesting
different triage and response strategies across locations.

7. Administrative and Informational Calls Are Often Omitted from CAD, Limiting System Visibility

Calls not transferred to dispatch were generally not captured by the CAD systems at the three study sites.
A significant share of administrative calls—especially in East Baton Rouge—are not captured in standard
datasets. This omission may lead PSAP administrators and researchers to undercount call center
workloads and overlook service demands that do not result in officer deployment but still require trained
staff and appropriate triage protocols.

8. PSCP Balance Standardized Protocols and Professional Discretion

PSCP have complex jobs and must gather, prioritize, and relay critical information to officers and maintain
situational responsiveness during emergency calls. They see their role as a vital, community-focused
response that is emotionally demanding and often underrecognized, facing challenges like trauma
exposure, demanding schedules, understaffing, and fragmented jurisdictions.

9. Patrol Personnel Stress that Information from PSCP Critically Shapes Their Decisions

Patrol officers noted that the quality, detail, and tone of response strategies and safety are essential, with
clear, accurate, and calm communication. Officers rely on detailed, accurate information to prepare and
mentally anticipate situations, but they recognize the need to verify details upon arrival due to potential
inaccuracies in the information shared with them.

10. Patrol Personnel and PSCP Largely Support Integrating Behavioral Health Clinicians into PSAP
Operations

Police and PSCP note that clinicians can offer improvements in care, resource efficiency, and staff relief.
PSCP participants express that mandatory, accessible mental health crisis training and support would be
helpful, citing staffing and institutional barriers, while advocating for behavioral health professionals to
assist with complex calls. Some participants raised concerns about liability, costs, resource allocation, team
dynamics, and the program's effectiveness.
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It is estimated that approximately 240 million calls are made to 911 annually', with hundreds of millions more to
Public Safety Access Points (PSAPs) via non-emergency and administrative phone lines. Survey research estimates
nearly three-quarters of residents will call 911 at least once in their lifetime®. While residents may use other means
to contact and mobilize public safety resources within a community (e.g., online reporting, flagging down an
employee, or going to a facility in person), phone mobilization is the most accessible way for residents to contact
public safety resources. Positioned between residents and their public safety responders are communications
personnel who receive and handle phone calls, enter data into relevant computer systems, and manage radio and

computerized dispatching systems.

Public Safety Communications Personnel (PSCP) work in
fast-paced, complex environments, have broad
discretion, and perform key interpretive tasks (Gillooly,
2022; Simpson, 2021). When a call is received, PSCP must
understand the information, ask detailed questions, make
data entry decisions, classify the situation, access
additional data systems as needed, determine what
information to share with responders, and decide how
and when to share it. When a call comes into a PSAP, itis
typically answered by a PSCP assigned to handle the
phone lines (911 and local non-emergency numbers).
These call takers listen to the caller, ask detailed
questions, and input information into computer systems,
usually Computer Aided Dispatching (CAD) software. This
step requires call takers to make interpretive judgments
based on the evolving information provided by the
caller(s). Call takers must multitask, manage multiple
simultaneous conversations, possess strong
interpersonal skills to analyze complex situations, adapt
quickly to changing information, and make decisions with
incomplete or inaccurate data (Payne, 1993). Faced with
these challenges, call takers must decide if the call is (1) a
priority, (2) requires police or emergency services, or (3)
can be diverted to alternative aid sources such as civilian
co-responder programs (Lartey, 2024).

' https://www.nena.org/page/911statistics

We use the term Public Safety Communications
Personnel (PSCP) to refer to those
professionals who work in communications
roles, typically answering telephones and/or
handling radio operations. We use the term
‘call taker” to refer specifically to those
answering telephone lines and “dispatcher” to
delineate those handling radio operations.
PSAPs vary in how they assigned PSCP to these
roles. In some, personnel are trained to
perform only one of those roles. In others,
personnel are trained to perform both
functions and might routinely change task
assignments, even within the same shift. Many
PSAPs employ a combination approach where
some staff are trained to perform multiple
functions, while others have one designated
role.

“https://www.emergencydispatch.org/in-the-news/press-releases/8bd6527¢-6d61-4ba5-880¢-2067e5b5d2d5
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In most communication centers, calls entered, or “built,” into a CAD system are shared with dispatchers operating
public safety radio systems. This enables dispatchers to mobilize public safety personnel (e.g., law enforcement,
emergency medical services) while more information is collected about an incident. Dispatchers must decide which
resources to mobilize, how quickly to mobilize them, and what information to relay over the radio.

While PSCP exercise broad discretion, it is limited in various ways by local policies, practices, training, norms, and
technologies, as well as current call volume and staffing levels. Many CAD systems allow the creation of pre-
determined response and priority packages for specific incident types. For example, the system may identify the
number and type of police units to dispatch to a call, or even the specific units best positioned to respond. PSCP
can modify these response plans within local policy and training, aiming to provide more consistent, efficient, and
appropriate responses to public safety incidents.

In short, PSCP—Dboth call takers and dispatchers—operate in fast-paced and high-pressure environments. They hold
the critical responsibility of being the first point of contact for those in need of assistance, assessing urgency,
conveying accurate information, and guiding distressed individuals (Joseph, 2023). Since their work is mainly
administrative and communicative, PSCPs have traditionally been seen as playing a peripheral role in emergency
responses (Zatuski & Makara-Studzinska, 2022). However, growing research highlights their unique experiences,
and PSCP are increasingly being recognized as initial first responders in both research (Bass, 2017) and practice.
For example, St. Louis County PSCP received first responder designation in 2021, and Missouri state legislation
conferred this status to all PSCP in 2023.2

This report describes the work environment and discretionary decision-making of PSCP in three U.S. counties:
Charleston County, South Carolina; East Baton Rouge Parish, Louisiana; and St. Louis County, Missouri. The report
focuses on six key goals, using multiple data sources to complete the project’s core tasks.

First, we describe our three study sites and document the dispatch workflow in each PSAP, drawing on
meetings with supervisors, observations, and documents from each study site, such as training manuals
and standard operating procedures. This aspect of the report documents the organizational structure of
the communications function, including any programs and practices that operate to divert select calls from
the official police response.

Second, we employ Computer Aided Dispatch (CAD) data to understand why the public calls the police. We
consider the types of events brought to the attention of the police, the frequency and nature of call
reclassification, and call prioritization. Although CAD data include information on both police-and public-
initiated events, our focus is on calls initiated by members of the public. Moreover, while some PSAPs serve
as a hub for the deployment of fire and emergency medical services (EMS), given our interest in the criminal
legal system (CLS), we limit our analysis to law enforcement.

Missouri Revised Statutes, Section 67.145
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Third, data collected through Systematic Social Observation (SSO) are used to develop a baseline
understanding of how PSCP and members of the public interact. This effort provides insight into the work
of PSCP that is not documented in readily accessible administrative data.

Fourth, using interviews with PSCP, we describe how these professionals experience their operating
environment and work challenges. How do they view their role within the CLS and relevant efforts to divert
events from the CLS? How do they manage their work stressors, strains, and uncertainties?

Fifth, we use the same interviews to understand how PSCP perceive their discretionary choices. What data,
information, situational dynamics, and other factors influence PSCP decision-making, including whether to
divert calls to non-police responders? What role do extra-legal factors (race, call location, perceived mental
health status) play in influencing PSCP decision-making?

Finally, we use interviews with PSCP and patrol officers to explore how those working in frontline roles
view the process of receiving information about assigned calls for service and how they interact with
communications personnel to carry out law enforcement responsibilities. What are the downstream
consequences of PSCP communication decisions for patrol officers?

THE NATURE OF PUBLIC SAFETY COMMUNICATIONS

While there is variation based on site, circumstance, and timing, calls through PSAPs are routed in a manner that
is generally consistent. When a call comes in on a phone line, it is answered by a PSCP working in a call-taker role.
The specific process and order of actions taken by the PSCP will vary across PSAPs, as well as the PSCP's experience
and discretion. However, the call taker will generally seek to verify the location, the caller's phone number, and a
general outline of the circumstances that led to the call. This allows the call taker to quickly assign a call classification
for the reported event. CAD systems often create predetermined response packages (e.g., assigning a priority
number and determining the number and type of police units to be deployed) based on the call classification.

Most CAD systems allow the call-taker to send the call they are “building” to a co-worker assigned to dispatch for
the relevant radio channel. For emergency or active events, this allows for an initial mobilization of public safety
resources while a call taker secures additional information. Non-emergency and straightforward phone calls may
be quite brief, with the call's building process often completed after call termination. When a call is still being built
as personnel are responding, it remains a living event. Based on new information or actual changes in the event
(which may occur in real-time as the caller and call taker are on the phone), calls may be reclassified, resource
mobilizations may change, and response priorities may shift. Additionally, responding personnel can be provided
with new or updated information about the event, location, circumstances, or the individuals involved, often by the
addition of notes in the CAD system.

For example, a 911 call reporting a loud argument may generate instructions for the dispatcher to assign that call
to one patrol unit. The call taker can quickly build this eventin CAD and share it with a radio operator to initiate the
mobilization of patrol resources while gathering additional information. As the call taker speaks further with the
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caller, one of the parties involved may pull out a gun and threaten to shoot the other party. The call taker would
reclassify the call as a shooting in progress, which would increase the priority and prompt the dispatcher to mobilize
additional resources. Alternatively, if the caller informed the dispatcher that the two parties ended their argument
and left the scene, the reclassification might result in the patrol unit being instructed to disregard their response to
the event.

As this example illustrates, emergency calls often have a dynamic nature as they are processed. Call takers may
begin to mobilize public safety resources while they are still gathering information from the reporting party. Some
calls report unfolding events, requiring the call taker to update call classifications or enter new narrative
information into the CAD system notes. Adding further complexity, PSAPs might receive multiple calls reporting
the same event, sometimes reporting conflicting information. Additionally, when responding to a call, officers may
request that the PSAP contact the reporting party again (if they are no longer on the phone) to gather further
information. Officers might also request that PSCP access other open-source or government data systems to gather
further information about a location, event, or individual. PSCP may also proactively access those systems
independently of an officer’s request to assist law enforcement with their response.

When working in call-taker roles, PSCP follow training, protocols, and (in some PSAPs) prompts that guide their
handling of a call. But, PSCP also exercise discretion in how they ask questions, the ordering of those questions,
and the decision to ask probing questions that extend beyond training and scripts; although some sites use software
and protocols (e.g., ProQA) that limit the extent of this discretion. All call takers make interpretive decisions about
how to translate a caller's verbalized information into closed- and open-field aspects of a CAD system. PSCP decide
whatinformation to include or exclude from narrative notes and whether those notes include information the PSCP
has not confirmed (e.g., the belief a caller might be under the influence of drugs or alcohol, the presence of a gun
on-scene).

Radio operators decide what information to broadcast. During higher-risk events and/or periods of higher call
volume and radio traffic, dispatchers may choose not to broadcast all information from CAD notes to keep radio
channels open as much as possible. Responding officers cannot safely read CAD notes while driving to the scene of
a call. Thus, when arriving at the scene, officers might not be fully aware of the information entered into CAD.

Not all calls to a PSAP are emergencies that require a response from emergency personnel. Some of these non-
emergency calls are received via 911, while others may be placed through a non-emergency line. If the call taker
determines that the issue does not require mobilizing public safety resources, they may address it themselves.
These calls may involve providing the caller with information (e.g., where to file a police report) or connecting them
with other resources or agencies (e.g., records or animal control). These types of calls generally are not entered into
CAD and are not transferred to the radio. Thus, in much of the official data used to study the work of PSCP, the
labor and processes associated with answering these calls go undocumented.
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STUDY SITES, COMMUNICATIONS
CENTER STRUCTURE, AND FLOW CHARTS

This study focuses on PSAPs operating in three Safety + Justice Challenge sites (Charleston County, South Carolina,
East Baton Rouge Parish, Louisiana, and St. Louis County, Missouri) that were interested in developing a better
understanding of their operations, beyond the information they already collect and process as part of their internal
processes. The sites were selected for their geographic and structural variation, as well as their differences in the
use of alternative responses to behavioral health calls. Below, each site is briefly described, the structure and
responsibilities of each PSAP are presented, and a flow chart is provided documenting the normative flow of calls
through that structure, including both telephone processing and radio operations.

EAST BATON ROUGE PARISH (LA)

Located in central Louisiana, northwest of the New Orleans metro area, East Baton Rouge Parish includes the city
of Baton Rouge, Louisiana's state capital. The parish has a population of approximately 457,000; 42% are White,
45% are Black, and 7% are Latino. The unemployment rate is 4.2%, and the poverty rate is 19.2%. The parish
encompasses five cities (Baton Rouge, Baker, Central, St. George, and Zachary), several census-designated places,
and several unincorporated communities. Over 80% of residents live in these five cities.

Crime data from 2023 show that crime in East Baton Rouge Parish exceeded national averages.* While parish-wide
crime data could not be located at the level of individual offense categories, the Parish had a violent crime rate of
1,004 incidents per 100,000 residents® (compared with the national average of 364 violent crimes per 100,000
residents)® and a property crime rate of 5,526 incidents per 100,000 residents (compared with the national average
of 1,974 property crimes per 100,000 residents)’. The Parish reported 102 homicides in 20232 a rate of 22.6
incidents per 100,000 residents (compared to the national average of 5.7 homicides per 100,000 residents)’.

4 All 2023 national crime data are sourced from https://www brennancenter.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/fbi-data-confirms-drop-most-crimes-2023-
especially-murders

* https://www.shreveporttimes.com/story/news/2025/08/04/what-are-the-most-dangerous-cities-in-louisiana-top-10-by-reolink-violent-property-crime-
rates/85475203007/

“ https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c4glxxreed7o
" https://www statista.com/statistics/191237/reported-property-crime-rate-in-the-us-since-1990/
“ https://www.wafb.com/2025/07/04/east-baton-rouge-parish-sees-slight-drop-homicides-officials-say-more-work-is-needed/

“All 2023 national crime data are sourced from https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/fbi-data-confirms-drop-most-crimes-2023-
especially-murders
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In 2016, Baton Rouge police officers contacted Alton
Sterling, who was selling CDs outside a convenience
store. While officers were attempting to make a
lawful arrest, Mr. Sterling produced a firearm from
his pocket. He was shot and killed. Twelve days after
Sterling’s killing, six area law enforcement officers
were shot in an ambush attack. Four officers
ultimately died as a result of their injuries, two from
the Baton Rouge Police Department and two from
the East Baton Rouge Parish Sheriff's Office. These
events remained in the minds of East Baton Rouge
Parish's first responders and PSCP.

The Parish has a Communications District that
oversees a parish-wide PSAP, including the logistics
of 911 operations, supporting technology and
software, and funding some PSCP positions. The
East Baton Rouge Parish PSAP uses a co-location
model to meet the staffing needs of agencies that
use that facility for call-taking and radio operations.
PSCP share a centralized facility but are employees
of their respective agencies and functionally operate
within their agency cluster (ie, agencies are
physically located within pods of workstations;
employees wear the uniform of their own employing
agency; employees report to the shift supervisor
and are responsible for the policies of their agency).

Figure 1 displays how 911 and non-emergency calls
flow through the system. In East Baton Rouge, unlike
at other sites, the first point of contact for callers to
911 is Emergency Medical Services (EMS).
Emergency  medical technicians  (EMTs) or
paramedics initially answer 911 calls. They ask
emergency callers to verify the incident location and
provide a callback number, and they determine
whether the incident requires a police, fire, or EMS
response. Police and fire calls are quickly transferred
to the appropriate agency.

The PSAPs in the three study sites differ in their
structure.

Primary-St. Louis County operates a primary
PSAP that acts as the initial answering location
for all 911 calls within the jurisdiction. Primary
PSAPs are typically operated by municipal or
county agencies and are responsible for both
receiving emergency calls and dispatching the
appropriate public safety resources.
Co-located-East Baton Rouge Parish is co-
located. The parish-wide communications
district oversees a single PSAP; however,
communication responsibilities are distributed
to the public safety agencies operating in the
parish. The agencies share a common facility but
remain operationally independent. While each
agency retains its staff, systems, and
procedures, co-location enables resource
sharing and improved coordination.
Consolidated-Charleston utilizes a consolidated
model, which merges multiple PSAPs into a
single, unified operation. In this model, a
common workforce, governance structure, and
technological platform manage call intake and
dispatching responsibilities across multiple
jurisdictions and agencies (e.g., fire, EMS, law
enforcement). Consolidation can increase
efficiency, reduce redundancy, and promote
standardized practices.

—@_
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If the call requires law enforcement, it is transferred to either the Baton Rouge Police Department (BRPD) or East
Baton Rouge Sheriff's Office (EBRSO), based on jurisdiction. EBRSO employs sworn PSCP “communications
deputies,” who are certified law enforcement officers with arrest authority and the legal right to carry a firearm, to
answer phone lines and operate its radio systems. The use of sworn personnel to operate the communications
function is common within Louisiana sheriff’s offices, although it is rarer nationally. In contrast, the BRPD employs
civilian PSCP. As a result of the co-located model, call-takers and dispatchers working at the same location have
different workloads, pay scales, and workplace policies and practices, despite ostensibly performing similar
functions.

When a 911 call is transferred to EBRSO or BRPD by EMS, the call taker who answers verifies the location, gathers
details about the call and the caller, and if the call requires a law enforcement response, enters this information
into the CAD system. The CAD system is viewable by PSCP working radios, who dispatch appropriate units and, as
needed, make decisions about prioritizing calls in the queue.

Calls received on the non-emergency line go directly to either a BRPD or EBRSO call taker, who decides whether a
police response is needed. If so, the location is verified, and the call is treated similarly to a 911 call. For
administrative concerns (such as questions or requests for information), the call taker addresses the caller's
questions and, if appropriate, redirects them to the proper resources or government agencies. Non-emergency calls
are less likely to result in the mobilization of public safety resources.

East Baton Rouge Parish does not currently operate a formal co-response or diversion program for mental health
calls. However, some calls may result in a medical response, or some callers may be referred to local social services.
For calls resulting in a medical response, law enforcement personnel respond to ensure the scene is secure and
may remain on the scene to maintain that security. Unless there was an indication of violence or a serious crime
had occurred, the medical personnel are typically responsible for “running the scene,” including determining what,
if anything, happens to the involved community members. The goal was to keep mental health issues out of the
CLS. In interviews, both BRPD and EBRSO employees indicated they prefer to have mental health calls handled as
medical incidents resolved by medical personnel, as opposed to seeing community members unnecessarily
arrested.

East Baton Rouge served as a complete study site, with all forms of data collected and analyzed from this location.
However, not all agencies participated in every aspect of the research. The research team received and analyzed
CAD data (BRPD only), conducted SSO (EBRSO and BRPD), and completed interviews with PSCP (EBRSO, BRPD,
and EMS) and patrol personnel (BRPD only).
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Figure 1. East Baton Rouge Parish Call Flow Chart
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ST. LOUIS COUNTY (MO)

Located in eastern Missouri, St. Louis County is bordered by the City of St. Louis, which is separate from the county,
and is part of the St. Louis metropolitan statistical area. The county has approximately one million racially diverse
residents, comprising 63% White, 25% Black, and 4% Latino. It encompasses more than 85 municipalities, most of
which are small; however, a significant portion of the county’s population resides in unincorporated areas.

In 2014, Michael Brown, an unarmed Black man, was killed by a Ferguson Police Officer. Ferguson is a relatively
small department located within St. Louis County. St. Louis County Police Department (SLCPD) played a major role
in managing the ensuing civil unrest that followed. PSCP we spoke with who worked for the county at that time
discussed the strains associated with being deployed to a mobile command unit on-scene, including long hours and
proximity to violence. They also detailed changes in operations that ensued, including the acquisition of radios that
allowed them to deploy resources from the PSAP rather than a mobile command center.

The large number of jurisdictions and agencies complicates the identification of crime data that is inclusive of the
entire county. Approximately 400,000 residents within St. Louis County have SLCPD as their primary law
enforcement agency. However, the county includes approximately 600,000 additional residents served by
municipal agencies; data for those jurisdictions is not included here. In 2023, SLCPD reported 2,084 violent crimes,
an approximate rate of 521 incidents per 100,00 residents.”® This included 40 homicides (10.0 per 100,000
residents). SLCPD also reported 7,675 property crimes, an approximate rate of 1,919 incidents per 100,000
residents.” Overall, the areas for which SLCPD is the primary law enforcement agency have violent crime rates
above the national average and property crime rates similar to the national average.*

The St. Louis metroplex has a highly fragmented public safety network, with 15 PSAPs handling 911 calls for 88
municipalities, which are covered by 53 police departments. SLCPD operates the largest PSAP, with around 80
PSCP servicing 37 municipalities and the county’s unincorporated areas (41.5% of the regional population).” In 2024,
the PSAP served areas patrolled by SLCPD and 21 additional agencies.

SLCPD operates a PSAP using the primary model. All PSCP are civilian employees of SLCPD and are classified as
first responders under state law. Both call takers and dispatchers are located in the same room. Call takers receive
calls from three different lines: 911, an administrative line, and a non-emergency line. The 911 line is for emergency
calls of all types, including those related to fire and emergency medical services. A county call taker initially handles
all 911 calls. If the call requires assistance from another agency, the call taker will transfer the call to the appropriate

" https://www.stlouiscountypolice.com/who-we-are/annual-reports/2023-annual-report/ Here, we compute by summing reported incidents of homicide,
forcible sexual offenses, aggravated assault, and robbery.

" Computed by summing reported incidents of arson, burglary, larceny, and motor vehicle theft.

"2 Because the research team was unable to determine an accurate population estimate to compute the crime rates reported in this paragraph, nor could the
team determine inclusive county-wide crime data, readers should view these data as suggestive, but not conclusively accurate, representations of crime
within St. Louis County.

" https://www stlouiscountypolice.com/who-we-are/bureau-of-communications/
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agency, such as EMS or Fire, to handle the call accordingly. If a call requires police response, the call taker sends it
to dispatch, who then mobilizes the appropriate police resources.

The administrative line is a direct line primarily used by criminal justice system personnel (e.g., police officers, jail
staff) to reach a call taker or other appropriate resources, such as requesting a call transfer to another department.
Alarm companies also utilize this line to report active alarms. The non-emergency line is intended for non-urgent,
non-ongoing matters that do not require an immediate response. Residents are encouraged to use this line if there
Is no emergency or if they have a question or need to speak to the police.

Figure 2 displays the call flow process for St. Louis County. When someone in St. Louis County calls 911, their first
contact is with a PSCP employed by the county. The initial question the call taker always asks—and then confirms—
is the location of the emergency. Location is crucial in determining the jurisdiction of the call, especially given the
vast array of law enforcement agencies that receive communication support from the County. Once the location
and jurisdiction are established, if the call involves police matters, the call taker will continue to gather information
and assign the appropriate classification and priority code based on the urgency of the event. If the call requires
fire or EMS assistance, it is transferred to the relevant agency, with call takers staying on the line to ensure a
smooth hand-off. Police will also respond to these calls if needed.

In June 2024, the county launched a formal mental health diversion program in partnership with Barnes-Jewish-
Christian (BJC) Healthcare in St. Louis. The Community Behavioral Health Liaison (CBHL) partnership embedded a
behavioral health specialist in the communications center. A single specialist employed by BJC is physically located
within the PSAP during the day, Monday through Friday. When the CBHL is on duty, the call taker can transfer a
caller to the CBHL for expert mental health assistance. The goal of the program is to provide better mental health
care and to divert individuals from entanglement with the CLS. At times, the CBHL will speak with a caller while
police and/or EMS personnel respond to a scene. In other circumstances, the CBHL may be able to provide all
necessary assistance to a caller or work to connect them with appropriate medical or social services to address
their needs. If the CBHL is not on duty or is busy speaking with another caller, the call is transferred to the
behavioral health hotline at BJC.

St. Louis County served as a complete study site, with all forms of data collected and analyzed from this location.
The research team received and analyzed CAD data, conducted SSO, and completed interviews with PSCP and
patrol personnel. While St. Louis County PSCP perform call taking and radio operations for a number of
communities and police departments within the county, interviews were conducted only with SLCPD patrol
personnel.
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Figure 2. St. Louis County Call Flow Chart
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CHARLESTON COUNTY (SC)

Charleston County is in southeastern South Carolina along the Atlantic Coast. It has a population of 424,000
residents, with 65% identifying as White, 26% as Black, and 5% as Latino. The county's unemployment rate is 3.6%,
and the poverty rate is 11.6%. The county includes four cities, thirteen towns, and several unincorporated
communities and census-designated places. Over three-quarters of residents reside in three communities:
Charleston, North Charleston, and Mount Pleasant. The PSAP serves six law enforcement agencies.

Data from 2023 indicate that crime in Charleston County was higher than the national average. Homicide rates
were higher than the national average, with a rate of 11.5 per 100,000." Robbery rates (70.2 per 100,000) and
aggravated assault rates (392.4 per 100,000) were also higher than the national average of 66.5 for robbery and
264.1 for aggravated assault, per 100,000. Property crime followed similar trends, with motor vehicle theft rates
at 451.1 per 100,000, compared to a national average of 318.7 per 100,000. However, burglary rates were slightly
lower than the national average, at 229.0 per 100,000 compared to the national average of 250.7. In terms of arrest
rates, from 2022 - 2023, arrests for many serious person crimes increased in the county. For example, arrests for
aggravated assaults increased 9.6%, robbery 18.9% and murder 44%. In contrast, arrests for property crime like
motor vehicle theft and burglary decreased over this period.”

Charleston County operates using a consolidated model. All PSCP are civilian employees of the Charleston County
Consolidated 911 Center. Charleston County has a more complicated workstation configuration, with PSCP working
in one or more of nine roles within the call center (call taker, EMS/Fire/Rescue dispatcher, or one of several law
enforcement dispatching stations). Employees are only allowed to work the function(s) for which they have been
specifically trained. New employees are trained to work the phone lines. They can then elect to be trained on
additional workstations as their careers progress, with pay increases for each radio an employee can operate. The
Center views its partner law enforcement agencies as clients and seeks to customize radio operations to meet their
needs and preferences; thus, a PSCP must be trained to work each of the six sets of law enforcement radio channels
used within the County. While this ensures highly responsive radio operations, it creates staffing challenges, as
most employees are not trained to work all 9 functions within the Center.

The PSAP operates four lines. The 911 lines are reserved for public emergencies, and answering them takes priority
over all other incoming calls. The public uses a non-emergency line as an alternative to 911 when the caller does not
perceive they have an emergency to report to public safety officials. The remaining two lines are used by other
dispatch centers and alarm companies.

' Charleston crime rates are computed using the county-level incidents reported by the state of South Carolina in 2023
(https://www.sled.sc.gov/forms/statistics/2023%20-%20Crime%20in%20South%20Carolina%20(101524).pdf) and a 2023 county population estimate of
425,805.

“ https://www.sled.sc.gov/forms/statistics/2023%20-%20Crime%20in%20South%20Carolina%20(101524). pdf
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Figure 3 displays the flow of 911 calls through the Charleston County PSAP. When a call comes in on the 911 line,
the call taker obtains pre-screening information, the chief complaint, and a brief description of the nature of the
call. All resulting information is entered into the CAD system. The call is then sent to the appropriate agency—police,
fire, or EMS. Charleston County utilizes ProQA software to support law enforcement dispatching. ProQA provides
scripted questions that a call taker should ask based on the initial call classification. This is designed to ensure that
call processing is handled consistently, with call takers seeking to secure all key relevant information from callers.
Within ProQA, the initial call classification and any subsequent reclassifications determine the call’s priority level
and the number and types of public safety resources mobilized. When call volume exceeds a specific level, call
takers shift to the modified emergency rule or the emergency rule, which allows them to obtain the basic elements
of the emergency rather than operate via ProQA. A dedicated call taker handles administrative calls.

The CAD system used in Charleston County allows law enforcement agencies to use “silent” dispatching for specific
events. The County enables agencies to decide whether to use this option. For agencies that use silent dispatching,
low-priority calls are routed to the in-car computers of the personnel assigned to that matter. These calls are not
verbally dispatched over the agency’s radio channels, marginally reducing the workload for the PSCP assigned to
that agency’s radio system. This practice does not mean officers or PSCP do not use the radio to communicate
about that event, but it reduces radio traffic at the point of assigning officers to respond to an event.

In 2020, Charleston County established an embedded clinician program similar to the CBHL program in St. Louis
County. The Charleston County Department of Mental Health supported the program by assigning three clinicians
to share the responsibility of staffing the role within the 911 Center for 40 hours a week (9:00 a.m. - 5:00 p.m.,
Monday through Friday), in addition to their other duties. The program lasted from the summer of 2020 until the
spring of 2023, when it was paused. The Department of Mental Health was struggling to staff the partnership, and
the 911 Center found it challenging to manage the unpredictability of whether the agreed-upon hours would be
staffed each week. 911 Center staff believe the program was generating positive results, but it proved difficult to
sustain that effort. At the time of the research described in this report, there was no specific behavioral health
partnership within the Center. However, a robust law enforcement partnership with mental health professionals
remains, including a telehealth program and a mobile crisis response team. Figure 3 presents the call flow for
Charleston County.

Charleson County was a partial research site. The research team received and analyzed CAD data and completed
interviews with PSCP and patrol personnel from the Charleston County Sheriff's Office and the Mount Pleasant
Police Department, two of the largest law enforcement agencies served by the Charleston County 911 Center. Time
and resource limitations prevented us from conducting SSO in Charleston County.



GATEKEEPING JUSTICE

Figure 3. Charleston County Call Flow Chart
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The study focused on three largely urban sites. To obtain a baseline understanding of the
communications function in more rural areas, the three lead authors conducted a site visit to a PSAP
located in a western state that serves a more rural area. While the PSAP is a consolidated facility serving
one county, it also holds contracts for some outlying police and fire departments and provides
communications support for several state agencies, including the State Highway Patrol. The county also
coordinates its operations with various federal agencies (including national parks and military bases) and
tribal lands. Employees must master a large geography (e.g., the western half of the state) and service-
oriented tasks less common in urban PSAPs.

The county has just over 110,000 residents, with approximately 75% of the county’s population residing
in one city, while much of the county remains rural and isolated. However, the county experiences a
substantial surge in population during the summer tourism season. While this can create staffing
challenges during these high call volume periods, the PSAP was relatively well-resourced, given the
tourism income flowing into the county. This allows the PSAP to send PSCP to training and professional
development programs.

PSAP personnel handle a wide range of diverse problems and contexts. Employees working phone lines
and radio channels for the city are often dealing with a high volume of serious public safety concerns.
For example, during the site visit, the research team observed a PSCP handling livestock that had
escaped from a ranch and were in the easements around a state highway. The PSCP utilized specialty
databases to locate the livestock’s owner and resolve the situation. Given staffing levels and the county’s
size, the PSCP was able to mobilize the owner before a deputy could arrive on scene to investigate and
manage the situation.

While the findings of this study hold important implications for public safety communications in more
urban contexts, the research team identified additional evidence of variation in more rural and isolated
areas. The context, needs, and career experiences of PSCP working in rural and isolated PSAPs might
differ from some of this report’s findings and recommendations. Smaller, more isolated communities
often lack the same availability of medical and social services and programs. This might further
complicate the use of PSCP as an intervention point to divert events and individuals from unnecessary
entanglement in the criminal justice system.




UNDERSTANDING THE

WORK OF PSCP THROUGH
COMPUTER AIDED
DISPATCH (CAD) DATA




GATEKEEPING JUSTICE

UNDERSTANDING THE WORK OF PSCP
THROUGH COMPUTER AIDED DISPATCH (CAD) DATA

The study sites each had over 150 “problem codes” PSCP use to categorize incidents. To provide summary
information on the types of calls they receive, we have sorted these problem codes into broad categories
and a more specific set of subcategories. Throughout, we use the terms “problem codes”, “categories’, and
‘subcategories” to distinguish among these levels.

Problem type - Original codes used by call takers in CAD. Often include modifiers that provide more
detail about the incident, including whether it is in progress

Subcategories - These are based closely on the nature codes used by each agency, but group problem
codes of a similar type together. For example, “stabbing in progress” and “stabbing just occurred” fall into
the sub-category “stabbing”.

Categories - Subcategories were further grouped into nineteen general categories of call types as
described below. Includes calls that are public-initiated as well as police-initiated events (e.g., patrol,
enforcement), although the focus of our analysis is on calls from the public.

To describe the types of calls that enter the 911 system and the nature of the police response, we analyzed
Computer Aided Dispatch (CAD) data for each site. PSAPs utilize CAD to manage calls to 911 and other public safety
phone lines, as well as to coordinate their emergency response. CAD data include both calls for assistance made by
the public as well as police-initiated activities (e.g., traffic stops, patrol activity). The data generated by CAD provide
a digital log of what happened during a call, from the moment a call comes in, to when help is sent, to when the
situation is resolved. CAD data typically include information on when and where the event occurred, the nature of
the problem, and the timing of the response, such as when police units were dispatched, arrived at the scene, and
closed the event. These records help emergency agencies track their work and identify patterns, such as the most
common call types, the geographic distribution of calls, and response times. Generally, only calls that require a
police response are entered into CAD; therefore, much of the work of call takers, particularly calls that come in on
non-emergency lines, is omitted from this record. For example, a call from a resident that can be handled by the
PSCP and does not require further public safety response, such as a request to speak with the records department
or some other agency, will not be logged in the CAD system.
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