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What It Is

Response time is the elapsed duration between a 911 call and officer arrival on scene. It is one of the most

tracked metrics in law enforcement administration. It is also frequently misunderstood as a primary

determinant of outcomes in calls involving persons with edged weapons.

Scene dynamics refers to the way conditions on scene change during the response interval – and after officers

arrive. What an officer encounters when they exit the vehicle may differ substantially from what the caller

described two minutes earlier.

What Happens During the Response Interval

The response interval is not idle time. In calls involving a subject with an edged weapon, the scene typically

evolves along one of several trajectories:

De-escalation by the time of arrival. In a significant fraction of dispatched calls, the acute crisis has passed

before officers arrive. The subject has calmed, family members or bystanders have intervened, the subject has

moved to a different location, or the triggering conflict has resolved. These calls are not failures of response –

they represent the scene evolving toward a lower-risk state without law enforcement contact.

Escalation during the response interval. Less commonly, conditions worsen between dispatch and arrival. A

disturbance involving an edged weapon may become a physical assault; a subject threatening self-harm may

act. In these cases, faster response would have value – but the category of calls where faster response

meaningfully changes outcomes is narrower than response time metrics suggest.

Departure of the subject. A subject may leave the scene before officers arrive. This changes the tactical

situation substantially: arrival is now a follow-up investigation rather than an active contact, and the

immediate risk to bystanders may be reduced or transferred to a different location.

Bystander intervention. Family members, neighbors, or bystanders frequently take action during the response

interval. This can include successful de-escalation, physical restraint (rarely), or removal of the edged weapon.

Officers arriving at a scene where bystanders are already engaged should gather information from those

individuals before approaching.
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The Stale Information Problem

The information an officer carries on approach is almost always lagging the scene. The 911 call was taken at a

specific time; the call-taker entered available information into CAD; the dispatcher transmitted a brief

summary to the officer. Each step introduces a delay and a compression of detail.

By the time the officer exits the vehicle, several minutes have typically elapsed since the caller’s most recent

observation. The subject’s position, state, and behavior may have changed. The officer’s mental model of the

scene – formed during the response – may not match what they encounter.

This is not a failure of the system; it is an inherent feature of dispatched response. The operational implication

is that officers should treat initial call information as a starting hypothesis and actively seek updated

information before and immediately after arrival.

Sources of updated information: - Dispatcher relay of callback information (call-takers who call back to verify

conditions before arrival) - Other officers who have arrived or staged nearby - Bystanders visible before

approach - Visual observation from a staged position before contact

Response Time and Outcome: What the Evidence Shows

Response time has a demonstrated effect on outcomes in a narrow category of incidents:

Cardiac arrest: Each minute of delay in defibrillation reduces survival probability measurably.

Response time matters enormously.

Active shooter: The sooner officers arrive and make entry, the sooner an ongoing attack stops.

Response time matters significantly.

In-progress property crimes: Faster response increases apprehension rates.

For calls involving persons with edged weapons in behavioral crisis – the most common category of edged-

weapon law enforcement contacts – the evidence that faster response improves outcomes is weak. The

primary determinant of how a contact resolves is what happens during the contact, not when it begins.

Several studies of mental health call response have found that slower, more deliberate response – including

staging, gathering information, and waiting for additional resources – is associated with lower rates of force.

The mechanism is likely that deliberate approach selects against the most time-pressured, tactically

constrained arrivals.

Staging and Pre-Contact Observation

Staging – stopping a block away, observing before approaching – is underutilized in patrol practice. It

provides several benefits:

• 

• 

• 
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Updated scene assessment. From a staged position, an officer can observe subject location, state, and behavior

without initiating contact. Information gathered from this position is more current than dispatch

information.

Time for additional units. Staging preserves the option to wait for backup without creating a tactical situation

that must be managed solo.

Reduced subject agitation. For subjects in mental health crisis or acute emotional disturbance, an officer who

approaches quietly and without urgency – having observed the situation – is more likely to initiate a

productive contact than one who exits a vehicle immediately after stopping.

Communication with bystanders. Staging provides an opportunity to speak with family members, neighbors,

or witnesses who can provide current information before the officer approaches the subject.

Staging is not avoidance. It is the deliberate collection of information that makes contact more effective.

The Post-Arrival Window

Conditions continue to change after officers arrive. The post-arrival window – from first contact through the

moment force becomes imminent or unnecessary – is where the outcome is determined. Response time

shapes what officers encounter; post-arrival dynamics determine what happens.

Key variables in the post-arrival window:

Initial positioning. Where the officer is standing relative to the subject when contact begins determines the

tactical geometry for everything that follows. Initial positioning decisions are almost never reversed – an officer

who begins at close range is unlikely to successfully create distance without triggering a response.

Communication opening. The first words an officer speaks establish the frame for the contact. Commands

establish authority but close options; open-ended engagement preserves them. Officers who open with “put

the knife down” have initiated a compliance sequence; officers who open with “I can see you’re having a hard

time” have initiated an engagement sequence. Both may be appropriate depending on the specifics – but the

choice should be intentional.

Environmental scan. Officers should identify cover positions, exits, and bystander locations during approach,

not after contact is established. A bystander who is within the contact area may become a liability if the

situation escalates.

De-escalation interval. Most edged-weapon contacts that resolve without force do so because the officer creates

and sustains a de-escalation interval – a period of sustained, non-threatening engagement during which the

subject’s state changes. This interval requires distance, stability of officer position, and sustained

communication. It cannot be created from a close-range, high-urgency contact.
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Policy Implications

Decouple response time from performance metrics for behavioral health calls. Optimizing for speed on

calls where speed does not improve outcomes creates perverse incentives for rapid, poorly-informed

arrival.

Implement callback protocols for calls involving edged weapons. Call-takers who call back to verify

conditions before officer arrival provide the officer with more current information.

Train staging and pre-contact observation as a standard skill, not an optional tactical choice. Officers

should understand staging as an information-gathering tool with a defined decision point.

Include post-arrival dynamics in use-of-force reporting. Capturing the initial distance, opening

communication approach, and de-escalation interval attempted provides data unavailable from current

reporting formats.

Separate response time metrics by call type in agency performance reporting. Mean response time to

cardiac arrest and mean response time to behavioral health crisis are measuring different things with

different operational significance.
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