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How to Use 988 to Respond to
Behavioral Health Crisis Calls
Nationwide, communities are starting to build comprehensive and coordinated crisis systems to
improve responses to people experiencing a behavioral health crisis and reduce overreliance on law
enforcement oficers in these situations. Typically, crisis responses originate from people calling the
general 911 emergency line for help. However, this is an ineficient way to connect people to immediate
behavioral health services, as it overburdens the 911 system and may introduce law enforcement to
situations that do not require a police response. In 2020, the Federal Communications Commission
(FCC) and Congress established a universal phone number for mental health crises and suicide
preventions to directly connect people to crisis responders—988.
The three-digit number ofers an opportunity for states and local communities to change the way they respond to people in
mental health crises and redefine the role of law enforcement and 911. This brief highlights important facts about the new
dedicated crisis line and ofers tips to help communities prepare for its national launch in 2022.
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1. “Suicide Prevention Hotline,” Federal Communications Commission, accessed May 14, 2021, https://www.fcc.gov/suicide-prevention-hotline.
2. “National Suicide Prevention Lifeline,” Suicide Prevention Lifeline, accessed September 13, 2021, https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org.
3. This would include high-risk incidents that involve violence or criminal acts.
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Tips to Prepare for Successful 988 Implementation
1. Develop cross-system partnerships. The idea behind
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988 is simple: a mental health crisis needs a mental health
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dispatched. There are a few ways some states have engaged

How can other first responders use 988 when encountering

key stakeholders, including partnering with groups like Crisis

a person in crisis?

Intervention Team steering committees, criminal justice
planning councils, or police-mental health collaborations.
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availability of crisis services specific to their jurisdiction. This
kind of public campaign can ultimately encourage people
to seek help when experiencing a crisis and destigmatize
mental illness.

4. “The State of 988,” American Foundation for Suicide Prevention, accessed September 13, 2021, https://www.datocms-assets.com/12810/1623087022-14239afsppublicfacingtalkingpointsd4-1.pdf.
5. The makeup of the planning committee will vary across jurisdictions and may include leaders from dispatch, emergency medical services, police, and behavioral health.
6. For example, 911 call takers and emergency dispatchers should be trained to identify when a call involves someone with mental illness, and protocols should include guidance on
when and how to provide a hand-of to 988. It will also be important for all call takers to know when a call involving a behavioral health crisis includes a risk to public safety and should
be directed to law enforcement. See “Call Taker and Dispatcher Protocols,” Bureau of Justice Assistance, accessed May 14, 2021, https://bja.ojp.gov/program/pmhc/learning/
essential-elements-pmhc-programs/4-call-taker-and-dispatcher-protocols.

REQUEST FREE SUPPORT: To learn more about 988 or other eforts to support crisis responses in your community,
visit the Law Enforcement–Mental Health Collaborations Support Center for in-depth subject matter expertise. The center ofers free
training, resources, and specialized support to jurisdictions wanting to improve their law enforcement and community responses to people
with behavioral health conditions or intellectual and developmental disabilities.
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