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Mass. City Accused Of Bias In Mental Health 911
Response

By Chris Villani

Law360 (March 16, 2026, 11:47 AM EDT) -- The city of Worcester, Massachusetts, was hit with a suit
Monday claiming that its 911 response is inadequate and discriminatory towards people with mental
disabilities because the armed police who usually show up are ill-equipped to deal with those calls
and often make matters worse.

The suit, filed in federal court by three advocacy groups, claims that Worcester's response to mental
health emergencies stands in stark contrast to how it handles physical health calls, which bring
qualified EMTs and paramedics.

Worcester's "default" response to anyone suffering from a mental health crisis, such as experiencing
suicidal thoughts or post-traumatic stress, is to send cops who "are not qualified to perform the core
functions of an emergency mental health response," according to the complaint.

"Instead, their qualifications and training prepare them for maintaining public order, ensuring public
safety, and promoting prompt compliance from the public. These tasks involve skills that are
antithetical to clinically resolving mental health emergencies," the complaint states. "As a result,
many individuals with mental illness and their families avoid seeking assistance from 911 during
mental health emergencies.”

The suit cites several examples of police presence worsening the mental state of someone already in
crisis. In one example, police kicked open the bedroom door of a 14-year-old boy who had acted
aggressively toward his mother due to autism and a mental health disability, according to the suit.
They handcuffed the boy, causing him to scream and cry for 20 minutes, the complaint states.

In another instance, police fractured the arm of a 10-year-old boy when they took him to the ground
after he became agitated during drop-off at school, refused to talk to the officers, and threw a potato
chip bag on the ground, according to the suit.

Staff at a Worcester shelter said that police who responded to their calls were often unable to offer
any professional assistance to people suffering from mental health crises, the suit alleges.

A pilot mental health crisis response team created by the city in 2023 is inadequately staffed and
tends to respond in a follow-up manner only after an initial police response, the complaint adds.

The three plaintiffs — The National Alliance on Mental Iliness of Central Massachusetts Inc., the
National Alliance on Mental Iliness of Massachusetts Inc., and the Parent Professional Advocacy
League Inc. — say they have had to expend resources to make up for the city's inadequate response
to mental health calls.

The allegedly poor response has also dissuaded many people with mental illness and their families
from calling 911 during an emergency, the suit says.

"Police officers are not qualified mental health providers. They lack the training and qualifications to
provide appropriate de-escalation, assessment, and interventions that children, youth, and adults
with mental health disabilities need in a mental health emergency," the complaint states. "Further,
sending armed police officers to respond to people with mental health disabilities during a mental
health emergency can — and often does — result in involuntary confinement, use of force and/or



arrest."

The plaintiffs are asking a federal judge to declare that Worcester's current manner of response to
mental health emergencies violates the Americans with Disabilities Act and Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which outlaws discrimination based on disability for programs receiving
federal funds. The suit also seeks an order for the city to implement an effective response program
for mental health emergency calls.

"Under the ADA and Section 504, discrimination is unlawful, and the city is affirmatively required to
provide equal access to programs and services that are fully and equally effective for all children,
youth and adults with disabilities," said Melissa Nott Davis of Nelson Mullins LLP, an attorney for the
plaintiffs. "We brought this lawsuit because the city's 911 program does not."

The Worcester Police Department has estimated that 25% of its calls are from people experiencing a
mental health crisis, according to the suit.

In a statement, Eliza Williamson, executive director of NAMI Massachusetts, said the plaintiffs "value
our longstanding partnerships with law enforcement. At the same time, we recognize that the city's
response to individuals with mental health conditions in crisis is not equitable, effective, or
adequate."

A representative for the city declined to comment when reached on Monday.

The plaintiffs are represented by Steven J. Schwartz, Mona Igram and Max Lapertosa of the Center
for Public Representation, Tatum Pritchard and Justin Woolf of Disability Law Center Inc., and James
S. Rollins and Melissa Nott Davis of Nelson Mullins LLP.

Counsel information for the city was not available.

The case is The National Alliance on Mental Iliness of Central Massachusetts Inc. et al. v. City of
Worcester, case humber 4:26-cv-40084, in the U.S. District Court for the District of Massachusetts.

--Editing by Marygrace Anderson.
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