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FIGURE 1. U.S. Death Rate by police per million – 2015

PEOPLE WITH MENTAL ILLNESS,  
ESPECIALLY BLACK PEOPLE, ARE AT  
HIGH RISK OF POLICE VIOLENCE

 Î Black people are over three 
times as likely as white people 
to be killed by law enforcement.1 

 Î From 2015 to 2020, 23% of 
shootings by police involved 
people with mental or 
behavioral health conditions, 
and 67% of these were fatal.2

 Î Black men with perceived 
mental illness or experiencing a 
mental health crisis3 who were 
killed by police were more likely 
to be unarmed than white males 
with perceived mental illness 
who were killed by police.4

 Î People with mental illness 
encountering police are killed 
at a higher rate than their 
same-race peers without mental 
illness (10x increase for non-
Hispanic white people with 
mental illness, 6x increase for 
Latinx people with mental 
illness, 4x increase for Black 
people with mental illness).5

 Î Police surveillance and 
encounters have a negative 
impact on the mental and 
physical health of people 
surveilled and encountered.

 Î 10% of calls to 911 involve 
people with mental illness. The 
vast majority of these would 
be better handled by trained 
service providers of a variety 
of backgrounds (mental health 
crisis teams,6 clinicians, peer 
workers,7 and street outreach 
teams).8

 Î In fact, people with serious 
mental illnesses are far more 
likely to be victims of violent 
crime than perpetrators of it.9
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BLACK PEOPLE WITH MENTAL ILLNESS  
FACE DISCRIMINATION IN PUBLIC SAFETY  
AND MENTAL HEALTH SYSTEMS

 Î Black people with mental 
illness are less likely to receive 
appropriate treatment and care 
from healthcare professionals,10 
and more likely to experience 
coerced treatment in the form 
of involuntary commitment.11

 Î Biased diagnoses for Black 
youth with mental illness 
deprive them of proper 
accommodations in school, 
contribute to disparities in 
disciplinary practices, and 
increase involvement in the 
juvenile corrections system.12

 Î Black men and people with 
mental illness are at greater 
risk of being perceived as 
noncompliant or disrespectful 
to officers.13
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CRISIS INTERVENTION TRAINING MODELS 
ACKNOWLEDGE THE INADEQUACY OF LAW 
ENFORCEMENT RESPONSES TO MENTAL HEALTH 
CALLS, BUT ARE NOT A SUFFICIENT OR SAFER 
SOLUTION FOR PEOPLE WITH MENTAL ILLNESS
When law enforcement officers respond to calls involving people with mental illness, whether by themselves or with 
mental health workers,14 our public safety system not only fails to protect people with mental illness, but can actually 
cause more harm. 

 Î Most police departments seek to improve law 
enforcement responses involving people with 
mental illness by either (1) training their officers in 
crisis intervention training (CIT), or (2) dispatching 
law enforcement officers alongside mental health 
professionals to respond to emergencies involving 
people with mental illness.

 Î Mental illness is not a crime and thus, should not 
involve law enforcement as a general matter.15

 Î Law enforcement has fundamentally different 
priorities than mental healthcare providers. 
Law enforcement officers prioritize immediate 
resolutions of potential threats with the possible use 
of force. By contrast, mental health workers have 
the expertise to safely and effectively engage with 
someone experiencing a crisis or mental illness with 
the time and patience necessary to deescalate the 
crisis situation. The mere sight of law enforcement 
officers may have the opposite effect of escalating an 
already heightened crisis and retraumatize people 
with mental illness who had traumatic experiences 
with law enforcement in the past.16

 Î Overall, CIT-trained officers do not arrest people 
with mental illness less frequently than non-CIT-
trained officers.17

 Î CIT has had no significant effect on officer-use-of-
force.18

 Î As a general matter, law enforcement agencies do 
not assess the effectiveness of trainings, including 
CIT.
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COMMUNITY-BASED SERVICES ARE NEEDED
Individuals Concerned About a Possible 
Mental Health Crisis Should:

 Î Call a Community-Based Hotline or Warmline.19

Many community-based call centers are staffed by 
people with lived experience with mental illness 
themselves, and maintain a strict confidentiality 
policy; they do not trace the caller’s location, and do 
not dispatch a response unless the caller agrees.20

Although 988 call centers21 may also be a resource, 
they sometimes dispatch a police response without 
consent.22

911 Emergency Call Centers Should:

 Î Screen and Redirect

If the emergency involves someone possibly 
experiencing a mental health crisis or with mental 
illness, the emergency call should be redirected 
to experts and peers in the mental health system, 
except in very rare circumstances.

Mental health workers have the 
expertise to safely and effectively 
engage with someone experiencing 
a crisis or mental illness with the 
time and patience necessary to 
deescalate the crisis situation. 
The mere sight of law enforcement 
officers may have the opposite effect 
of escalating an already heightened 
crisis and retraumatize people with 
mental illness who had traumatic 
experiences with law enforcement in 
the past.
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Local Communities and Officials Should:
 Î Provide Community-Based Services: Each state 

and locality should have the services, including 
mental health mobile crisis services, needed to 
respond to calls involving an individual with mental 
illness or experiencing a mental health crisis.

These services can include:

• Access to transportation for the individual in 
crisis to a community-based service provider

• A list of referrals to quickly connect the 
individual with the appropriate mental health 
professional or setting

• Walk-in, drop-off, and other setting for 
crisis resolution and stabilization, scattered 
throughout the community

Localities should ensure that people with lived 
experiences with mental illness employed as peer 
workers are available to respond to help others 
experiencing mental health crises.23

States should seek and utilize federal funding 
through Medicaid or federal grant programs to help 
make these services available.24

 Î Ensure All Services Are Culturally Responsive 
to Community Needs: Black people often have 
difficulty finding culturally responsive practitioners 
with whom they feel comfortable sharing race-
related trauma. Professionals with a social work 
background who are knowledgeable about the lived 
experience and cultural background of the client 
are critical.25

• There is a severe shortage of Black mental health 
professionals throughout the country. They 
comprise only 3% of American Psychological 
Association members,26 2% of all psychiatrists, 
and 4% of all psychologists.27

• Funding must be prioritized for community-based 
and peer-led mental health services, diversifying 
the mental health profession, and training in 
culturally-relevant service models28 to ensure 
sufficient capacity and expertise to respond and 
provide services for all people in need.

 Î Link People with On-Going Services: After the 
immediate issue is resolved, the mental health system 
must follow-up and provide voluntary, community-
based services on a continuing basis if needed.

• Many individuals with serious mental illness will 
need access to long-term housing, intensive case 
management, peer support services, Assertive 
Community Treatment,29 and supported 
employment.30
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