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Our analysis of the impacts of 3-1-1 in Austin reveals six principal 
findings:

1. The 3-1-1 system successfully reduced the 9-1-1 call load.

2. The 3-1-1 system accounted for an increase in APD’s total 
call load.  

3. Dispatchable calls for service increased after 3-1-1 was 
implemented, although it is not clear whether 3-1-1 
contributed to the increase.

4. The addition of 3-1-1 has not freed more officer time for 
community policing, as had been expected.

5. The majority of citizens report satisfaction with emergency 
services in general, and with 3-1-1 in particular.

6. Citizens contact APD more frequently, probably 
about a broader range of problems, but APD is not yet 
systematically using this citizen input to guide problem-
solving efforts. So far, citizens are not serving as “another 
set of eyes and ears,” as the Chief had hoped.

Implementation of the 3-1-1 call system resulted in a reduction 
of 9-1-1 calls. During the first 12 months that 3-1-1 was in operation, 
9-1-1 calls were reduced by 20 percent, a remarkable reduction 
considering the public safety environment following 9/11. From 
September 2002 through July 2003, 9-1-1 calls were reduced by 
72,000; once data are available for the entire year, we may find that 
9-1-1 calls were reduced by more than 25 percent in the second full 
year of 3-1-1’s existence. (We do note that data from different source 
documents conflict with respect to actual 9-1-1 call loads; different 
reporting periods and reporting methods resulted in different results.)

Bringing the 9-1-1 call load back down to 1994 levels has allowed 
APD to maintain service standards during peak call loads. As the 
APD Emergency Communications manager states, 3-1-1 has been a 
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“godsend to Austin” in this era of heightened public 
safety requirements. It is allowing true emergency 
calls to be received by 9-1-1 call takers within the 10-
second period required by their performance goals. 

The 3-1-1 system contributed to a significant 
increase in total calls for service.  During the first 
full calendar year that 3-1-1 was in operation, calls 
for service to APD grew by 70 percent, from 854,136 
to 1,445,271 calls. More than 700,000 calls were 
received by the new 3-1-1 center alone. Fifty percent 
of them were from citizens dialing 3-1-1, while the 
other 50 percent were redirected from other phone 
lines to the 3-1-1 switch. This explosion of calls for 
service far exceeds the rate of increase in any of 
the prior 10 years, and is evidence of the success of 
APD’s public education and marketing campaign. 
Some of the increase probably is due to heightened 
public concern and interest in public safety issues 
following 9/11. Citizens have accepted the 3-1-1 
system, and consider it a viable non-emergency 
reporting alternative to 9-1-1.

Dispatchable calls for service increased.  Despite 
the reduction in 9-1-1 calls, APD tracked 23,000 more 
dispatchable calls than in the prior year. Priority One 
and Three calls decreased, but Priority Two and Four 
calls for service increased. Our analysis was unable 
to uncover the source of the increases or to determine 
whether they were associated with the introduction of 
3-1-1. We infer (but cannot prove) that the increase in 
Priority Four calls is related to the overall increase in 
calls attributable to 3-1-1. The CAD system does not 
support analysis of the sources of CAD entries – that 
is, whether they originate with 9-1-1 or 3-1-1 callers. 
Call takers on the 3-1-1 system have the discretion to 
dispatch an officer on any call. Since we do not know 
the nature of 3-1-1 calls, however, we cannot assess 
whether 3-1-1 call takers are simply receiving more 
dispatchable calls than expected or whether they may 
be opting, on occasion, to dispatch as a way of meeting 
time-per-call performance goals.

Time available for community policing has not 
increased following the introduction of
3-1-1. Officer surveys showed that after 3-1-1 was 
introduced, officers reported working about the 
same amount of time on problem solving. They 
also reported answering roughly the same number 

of calls for service per shift. Added public safety 
responsibilities associated with homeland security 
appeared to absorb time that otherwise might have 
been available for increasing community policing 
efforts.1   

Citizens report satisfaction with emergency 
communication services in general, and with 3-1-1 
services in particular. Surveys conducted by the City 
and as part of our research show that 94 percent of 
Austin’s citizens are pleased with the 9-1-1 system, 
and 75 percent believe that 3-1-1 has contributed to 
improvements in service. 

Communication between police officers and 
citizens, and between police officers and city 
agencies, does not appear to have changed due to 
the 3-1-1 system. Although 3-1-1 provides citizens 
with a viable way to report non-emergency concerns 
to police, it has not yet allowed them to become 
“another set of eyes and ears” for the police, as 
the APD Chief had hoped. This is probably due in 
large part to the way citizen information is handled. 
APD is not yet collecting, tracking, analyzing, 
and managing information about 3-1-1 calls, so 
opportunities to move in this direction are likely 
being missed. New incoming information is not 
systematically being disseminated to police officers 
or District Representatives. Likewise, APD is not 
systematically communicating citizen-reported 
public safety and quality of life issues to other city 
service agencies. According to discussions with the 
Emergency Communications Director, however, plans 
are underway to begin limited tracking of calls using 
the CRM system. The City Manager is expecting to 
expand 3-1-1 city-wide in the near future.  

Recommendations

The above findings suggest that APD has successfully 
addressed its most critical issue – migrating non-
emergency calls away from the 9-1-1 system has 
reduced the overall 9-1-1 call load and secured it for 
true emergencies. This accomplishment is especially 
remarkable post-9/11, when call loads were reported 
to have surged nationwide. As we said in the process 
evaluation, APD is to be commended for its focus on 
achieving its primary goal in a timely, cost-effective, 
and customer-oriented manner. 
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At the same time, although APD has achieved success 
with this highly visible outcome, it has yet to use 
the full range of capabilities of the call-tracking and 
analysis software to achieve long-term management 
and customer service benefits. The following 
recommendations are intended to suggest how APD 
might expand  3-1-1’s external success to include 
internal management and problem-solving gains. 

Based on the above findings, we make the following 
recommendations:

1. Before expanding the system city-wide, 
APD and City executives should confer to 
consider the budget, staffing, and other 
consequences for APD of 3-1-1’s success, 
and project the implications for the City of 
potential future call loads.  

Strategic decisions about the next goals of the 
3-1-1 system need to be carefully evaluated. 
As the Baltimore study2 suggests, police 
departments and cities need to think carefully 
about whether they want to increase or reduce 
calls for service.  

APD’s Chief sought through 3-1-1 to involve 
the community in gathering relevant, useful 
information to use in making policing 
decisions. Some argue that greater citizen 
involvement provides police with “better 
information about the spatial distribution 
of crime and quality of life problems and 
thus a more accurate picture of the locations 
of ongoing problems.”3 Conversely, others 
argue that public education campaigns should 
dissuade citizens from calling police about 
low-level neighborhood problems, in order to 
reserve police resources for the most serious 
law enforcement matters. 

We assert that cities can and should do both 
– encourage citizen interaction with the 
department, while disseminating information 
that citizens can use independently to improve 
their quality of life and mitigate area problems. 
As chronic problems are addressed, call loads 
should theoretically decrease. Regardless 
of which objective is right for a given city, 

however, making a conscious decision 
about the objectives for a 3-1-1 system is 
critical not only to guide its actions, but to 
prevent unintended consequences. Without 
clearly defining its intentions, Austin could 
inadvertently recreate a new workload and 
another call center overload in the future.  

2. Establish a systematic process for reporting 
the number of 9-1-1 and 3-1-1 calls received. 
For operational purposes, APD Emergency 
Communications Managers meticulously 
tracked the number of calls coming into both 
call for service systems. APD Research and 
Planning Division staff needed the tracking 
system for analysis and reporting requirements. 
Statistics generated within and across these two 
divisions varied, due to differences in reporting 
periods and data extraction techniques. 
Nevertheless, both sets of numbers were 
publicly available. As with many statistics, 
the specifics of how particular figures were 
generated are often lost as the number is used. 
Understandably, APD’s statistics are generated 
and used for differing purposes, but we suggest 
that APD document the differences between 
how the various statistics for call loads are 
generated in order to maintain credibility and 
to ensure that those who generate and use call 
load statistics fully understand the differences 
and the reasons for them.

3. Use the full capacity of Customer Relations 
Management (CRM) software systematically 
to track the nature of 3-1-1 calls. With 
deployment of the upgraded CAD and record 
management systems, we anticipate that APD 
will have a much better system for tracking the 
nature of 9-1-1 calls. This information will be 
critical if APD wants to continue to analyze 
and manage information about calls for service 
by priority classification. For example, with 
more information about the nature of Priority 
Four calls, APD might be able to manage or 
reduce the number of dispatched “report only” 
calls, freeing more officer time for problem 
solving and other needs.
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 Tracking the nature of 3-1-1 calls with the 
CRM system was an early goal set for the 
3-1-1 system. In order for APD to make full 
use of information provided by citizens, that 
information must be recorded. Once recorded, 
it can be used for a variety of purposes, such 
as reducing calls through public education or 
solving quality of life problems with the help 
of police officers and District Representatives. 

Understanding the nature of 9-1-1 and 3-1-1 
calls is essential to managing them effectively 
and to allocating APD resources. One reason 
APD pursued 3-1-1 was to avoid adding more 
telephone switches and call takers to handle 
growing call loads. Without tracking and 
managing the issues that underlie the call load, 
history may repeat itself – the same problems 
that plagued the 9-1-1 system may soon plague 
3-1-1. Without more complete data, APD also 
runs the risk of limiting its ability to make 
well-grounded policy decisions about how to 
use their resources.

4. Finally, renew and redirect the public 
education campaign. APD has demonstrated 
how human elements rather than technological 
wizardry are at the heart of improving the 
public safety environment for citizens. The 
department reduced 9-1-1 call loads essentially 
by asking citizens to be more conscientious 
in their use of 9-1-1, and then giving them 
the means to comply. We encourage APD to 
build on this success and to continue to inform 
constituents about 3-1-1 as the non-emergency 
call alternative. Using data collected with the 
CRM system, for example, APD might target 
neighborhoods that under-use the system.

The 3-1-1 non-emergency call system allows 
citizens to become part of the solution for 
the problem of managing demand for police 
resources. It gives them some discretion about 
whether they need a patrol car dispatched, with 
3-1-1 call takers having seamless access to the 
dispatch system. 

To reduce the need for dispatching officers, 
a targeted public education campaign could 
address recurring crime and quality of life 

issues, identified by using CRM software to 
monitor 3-1-1 call loads. We encourage the 
Department to use the information created 
from collective citizen input to educate the 
community about their problems and to 
involve them in the response.
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End Notes

1 The relationship between 3-1-1 and time available for community 
policing is unclear. We could not verify time-related data using the CAD 
system data because the system does not track time information in a 
consistent and accessible manner.
2 Mazerolle et al., page 119.
3 Ibid.
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