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In the United States, fear around mental health conditions experienced by people of color 
exacerbates violence against individuals experiencing mental health crises. On both the individual 
and systemic level, this violence stems from decades of racist policies that criminalize mental illness, 
reinforce negative stereotypes about mental and behavioral responses to poverty and 
discrimination among racial minorities, and shift responsibility for culturally responsive, non-
threatening mental health treatment to under-resourced communities.  

Police officers are as susceptible as the general public to stigma and biases that equate Black and 
brown people as non-compliant and threatening, including when they experience mental health 
crises. This mindset contributes to a pattern of preemptive and excessive use of force against 
people with mental health conditions: 

• People with mental health issues are16 times more likely to be killed by police officers than 
the general public.  

• Nearly half of all individuals killed by the police had mental health conditions.  

https://www.racialhealthequity.org/blog/racism-is-a-public-health-issue
https://pdf.sciencedirectassets.com/306534/1-s2.0-S2215036623X00133/1-s2.0-S2215036623003619/am.pdf?X-Amz-Security-Token=IQoJb3JpZ2luX2VjELT%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2FwEaCXVzLWVhc3QtMSJGMEQCIAOSUSbbsDeSYyHaeC2eHsQkTfmjTjXXoq9XzxEFGLfQAiAVTfYXTh9vJujN273OWJHNfcXiwHc9I2mhNTWYooekWyqzBQh8EAUaDDA1OTAwMzU0Njg2NSIMSC8x2ZHVUobBUdSKKpAFpKU3HykuFpr6dpAbRFZEpeQeODhg2p0F7KH%2FWWOYH1fg9slSpyj4dnYd4fbD%2FkYxR9SRCVZHSIUl%2Fi6hU%2Fu5UYLVu0T%2BfICvPqPkuK3zdEoRDaPFFQ76eW4MncBatLX2VwFUI247HNLhK2ij5QupZN8q0E%2FVd8agiW0ff81cxUdHNIhA2jquFsqERcBqh6%2B7qUqGhg20VA%2BF6qubtxXbbfGdqDayjLAjXDMIMB7GmgD4WSCHQbI9%2FXS6jHE%2F7LBKaZ7xek2Jne%2FhuqcTI1isTHYViwl1z6JJzh1z9TObWMye1RmSbzFG3vMMhl%2BPCyTebm9l6zpXJk79zRrw4pumqbwCq2X8melr1XuKbF01cy9sKD634TJJ3AjsbxvNmwFIdiYJY7XwuU8UZYFyL%2Fduk3wHYMlhZnijorjgetX2tFM8LGImUrGwEEWkaX3TRR5Srd1sRUJwcgK%2FyQXh6HjE6sEOfLSWh%2BV1uFlLf3WkoLaO%2Fq%2Bs8y3LIYE%2BlT2aMvEKqQI%2Btg3KNqn5QUBST%2Ftmwvq7l4x%2ByfyGGFpDOMnuGISg942TL0SRMPgBJ%2FFuO65h7rOp%2FtXUXymZwyeC7twxTNJVDD7PPlerCWSE7xZbWnva8dXeF5ZklwoUEw0MHjfaCGnt1Justd8CoUDNyO2puqaFcmvDzuEndwi89kqL8b2uPXBI4XtL7IAK4g7Vh%2BX%2BssuOx7FfPLAcWLnGiVqT%2B6OHHnAVNF5G1zNBZoNe6InjMqtpfs6WhuFs0GibPMsnnEQj%2FVHh8L398pg1mNkXd6GyNMAog28B%2BXtCWVuaOvpe3B5rDz1b6gKRPMGVlZvo5KyUKvOfg6Sq%2FmTfBsmC9ApSAn9QCsroRuvtOTAuNt0w77zdwQY6sgHqJSsx%2BiNKfbUNWAp2SSjKNH9dYVJH5xAdtmRy63IQ4VLNkXN9W3uaXT71ZdkVTiHf8aQJPATWZqxcPwjgPLA%2FZjqmjy0L17FcW5bo4CzB3ie2hLIP9%2FS05SSHAOdLITZlYMuiYEpNismV4%2BqdkiCMxWKAPcIzihh9HW5orfXLuth%2FJw3%2BE4PYJVyNQ9S8pc2zqOu%2BxwY0Vo%2F7yfYPlgOyOd0RJeoWsop%2BNFnjHjtuJ6P%2F&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Date=20250528T202359Z&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Expires=300&X-Amz-Credential=ASIAQ3PHCVTYXJO5XHNL%2F20250528%2Fus-east-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Signature=39cf8f4ad7e39fcd53ee5b39ef2031e22a0c756f71524d7d29b150916981ab1b&hash=3a6d3790884cc8a781fa9e734aecd13b96e601f05ccde5431d1202f6ec2d7f8c&host=68042c943591013ac2b2430a89b270f6af2c76d8dfd086a07176afe7c76c2c61&pii=S2215036623003619&tid=pdf-eeeda6c4-4688-4530-8e97-bc99e2a3d676&sid=f0b41d3280ee564b607876c7c208bf27d464gxrqa&type=client
https://digitalcommons.law.ou.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2257&context=olr
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0277953624000200?casa_token=TmS1tteV5pwAAAAA:sGSNNlIV2BW9_5SO6aP_2fZj-R5XUnpQzTHMMr2xO_orkzWye1ItrGkrKsVmjbMcb0RaOJpSECM
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/201064546.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160252721000790?casa_token=bhmwBAzS0rAAAAAA:AlALy3T0Wfd1gCavEzIkJnfBEtkSe2ewfiKCpRrS8j__ahWSyzL9CixFNTb9jaOf9wnMmyPSPJQ
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2019/05/01/can-understanding-fear-mitigate-police-violence
https://thehill.com/opinion/congress-blog/3469213-to-make-988-truly-transformative-heres-what-needs-to-happen-now/
https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2961&context=llr
https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2961&context=llr
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• Just last year, the police killed 119 people during responses to reports of someone having a 
mental health crisis or behaving erratically.  

• Black men are more likely than any other racial demographic to be killed during an 
encounter with the police, whether or not they are armed. 

Who is Most at Risk? 
Individuals with multiple marginalized identities are even more likely to encounter police violence. 
Transgender people are seven times more likely to be victims of police brutality than cisgender 
people; overall, members of the LGBTQIA+ community are twice as likely to experience mental 
health concerns and have increased contact with police, and face an elevated risk of incarceration.  
 
Similarly, residents of neighborhoods impacted by a heavy police presence; punitive immigration 
enforcement policies; and/or high rates of incarceration suffer from elevated mental health 
concerns relative to those that don’t. These neighborhoods tend to be predominately Black, Latino, 
Asian, and/or impoverished. This suggests that racialized minorities are more likely to receive a 
carceral response instead of mental health support for their mental illnesses.  

More than 50 percent of incarcerated adults and 20 percent of incarcerated youth have mental 
health needs. Even with additional trauma-informed and culturally responsive training, police 
involvement in mental health crisis responses creates a negative feedback loop between individuals, 
their communities, and the legal system. The very presence of police can traumatize individuals 
already experiencing a heightened level of emotional re/activity who may have had past problematic 
encounters with law enforcement. 

What to Consider in the Mobile Crisis Response Equation 
• The breadth of a term like a “mental health crisis” is so broad that it can create ambiguity 

and lead to different interpretations across different settings. This, in turn, influences who is 
called upon to respond and what training is appropriate. 

• Mobile crisis teams typically consist of mental health professionals and peers (licensed 
clinicians, trained mediators, paramedics, community members with lived experience) who 
assist those in need of more assistance than can be offered over the phone. Law 
enforcement are included in “high-risk” situations. The goal of the team is to de-escalate 
crises and connect individuals with stabilization services and other programming. However, 
police are typically unprepared to deal with de-escalating a situation involving someone 
experiencing a mental health crisis. Their presence may also be unnecessary: a study found 
that up to 68 percent of calls for police services could be handled without an armed officer. 
No civilian personnel have reported being harmed during a mobile crisis intervention, and 
police are rarely called for additional assistance. It remains unclear how the inclusion of 
police in mobile crisis response teams increases safety for responders or the public. 

https://policeviolencereport.org/
https://policeviolencereport.org/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1047279720302957?casa_token=kn_8r0r4CiMAAAAA:Aypti_mfTSx88vLEYK8jBRTANi-iIz5GOr8hF0_l72hHKg_OjvEfWPwy-N9QTzpQI2KOWa5X0sg
https://www.nsvrc.org/blogs/fact-sheet-injustice-lgbtq-community
https://www.nsvrc.org/blogs/fact-sheet-injustice-lgbtq-community
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/01979183221126726?casa_token=FaIKzcGf_fgAAAAA:fzNH3Y3VAak8kLCmen8-auDk1RskXn6m5o75U5S7vtH-3cHqO-VALJ0LudttB2niDSa-IAUMqwzhvQ
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/01979183221126726?casa_token=FaIKzcGf_fgAAAAA:fzNH3Y3VAak8kLCmen8-auDk1RskXn6m5o75U5S7vtH-3cHqO-VALJ0LudttB2niDSa-IAUMqwzhvQ
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2014.302184
https://howardcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/The-historical-roots-of-racial-disparities-in-the-mental-health-system-Counseling-Today.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0149718918300272?casa_token=URDdVOzk6o0AAAAA:u3FklOCjD5NkHRomXG-ShCXEX4B7jwY5rTAGBShbIg1YHQTk3njgEGQnsaAiFgpqaOxx0jNGB6A
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1186/s12954-022-00629-1.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40615-022-01275-w
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0160252721000790?casa_token=bhmwBAzS0rAAAAAA:AlALy3T0Wfd1gCavEzIkJnfBEtkSe2ewfiKCpRrS8j__ahWSyzL9CixFNTb9jaOf9wnMmyPSPJQ
https://www.nami.org/advocacy/crisis-intervention/988-reimagining-crisis-response/
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2024/07/25/police-mental-health-alternative-911
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11414-021-09782-0
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/community-responder-model/
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2024/07/25/police-mental-health-alternative-911
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Building the Infrastructure to Respond to Mental Health Crises 
• While the prevalence of alternative response teams have increased in recent years, many 

programs in states like New Jersey and Oregon suffer from acquiring long term support 
and buy-in from local institutions. Communities would benefit from allocating more funding 
toward staff and resources for mobile crisis teams. 

• Making this work a viable career path would attract more people to serve in their own 
communities. The means to achieve this include compensation at a similar level to first 
responders, establishing workforce development programming for community members 
impacted by local legal and health systems, and community engagement around the impact 
of alternative response models.  

• Training emergency dispatchers to make decisions regarding where to channel calls 
beyond police stations and including national hotlines within the mobile crisis team 
ecosystem would likely lead to even more incidents being handled without the presence of 
an armed officer.  

For more information about how CLASP sees mobile response, check out these resources: 

• Youth Mobile Response Services: An Investment to Decriminalize Mental Health 
• Youth Mobile Response: A Tool for Decriminalizing Mental Health 
• Challenges to Just and Effective 988 Implementation 
• Youth Mobile Response Principles (to be published in late Summer 2025) 

https://www.mhanj.org/content/uploads/2022/07/Backgrounder-on-Mobile-Crisis_FINAL.pdf#:%7E:text=While%20funding%20has%20been%20secured%20to%20implement%20988,crisis%20teams%20to%20complete%20the%20community%20crisis%20continuum.
https://socialsciences.uoregon.edu/researchers-present-findings-wake-cahoots-losing-funding
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2024/07/25/police-mental-health-alternative-911
https://www.clasp.org/publications/report/brief/youth-mobile-response-services-investment-decriminalize-mental-health/
https://talk.crisisnow.com/youth-mobile-response-a-tool-for-decriminalizing-mental-health/
https://www.clasp.org/publications/fact-sheet/challenges-to-just-and-effective-988-implementation/
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