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What Elected Officials Should Know  
About Public Safety Systems

Technology Is Not a Replacement for Strategy,  
It Is a Force Multiplier
Technology alone does not improve public safety. It must be part of a broader plan that includes 
organizational capacity, staffing, investigative processes, community engagement, and 
interagency coordination.

Gunshot detection is one example. While it cannot single handedly reduce violent crime, it provides 
what community members consistently ask for: a fair chance at a timely emergency response. 
In neighborhoods where most gunfire is never reported, technology brings visibility to incidents 
that would otherwise remain unknown.

Elected officials should ensure that any technology adoption is anchored 
to a defined operational plan, supported by clear use cases, strengthened 
through cross-department collaboration, communicated transparently to 
residents, and guided by a measurable outcome reporting structure.
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Accountability Requires Reliable Data,  
Not Assumptions
Accountability depends on having accurate, objective, and timely data.

ShotSpotter provides real-time acoustic detection that alerts agencies to gunfire, even when 
residents do not or cannot call 911, enabling accurate incident documentation, better evidence 
recovery, faster service delivery, improved trauma response, pattern analysis, and more equitable 
resource allocation.

This data becomes essential for budget decisions, public reporting, performance 
evaluation, policy development, and understanding neighborhood needs. 
Ultimately, visibility drives accountability, and that visibility is created by 
technology-driven data.
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https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-geography-incidence-and-underreporting-of-gun-violence-new-evidence-using-shotspotter-data/
https://www.soundthinking.com/blog/four-key-features-of-successful-gunshot-detection-systems/
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Technology Enhances Procedural Justice  
When Implemented Thoughtfully
Procedural justice emphasizes fairness, transparency, respect, and equal access to public safety 
services. Technology can support these principles when deployed with the right safeguards.

Elected officials should champion clear, publicly accessible policies, provide explanations of 
what technology does and does not do, hold routine community briefings, support independent 
evaluations, and require equity assessments to ensure consistent service across neighborhoods. 
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Community Engagement Must Be Built In,  
Not Added Later
Residents deserve to understand how technology works and how it affects daily life, and elected 
officials can strengthen trust by ensuring early and ongoing engagement, clear messaging, 
partnerships with nonprofits, youth groups, and civic organizations, meaningful integration  
of community feedback, and communication that continues beyond crisis moments. 

Communities that understand a tool are far more likely to trust its purpose.
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Policy Development and Implementation  
Must Prevent Ambiguity
One of the most overlooked responsibilities of leadership is creating transparent, accessible, and 
enforceable policies governing public safety technology. Ambiguity invites misuse, speculation, 
and distrust. Elected officials can prevent these problems by ensuring that every technology 
investment is supported by a policy framework that defines its purpose and mission, why the 
tool is being deployed and the specific outcomes it is intended to support, as well as appropriate 
usage, including when the technology is used, who is authorized to use it, and how alerts or data 
should be acted upon.

The framework should also establish prohibited uses, outlining what the technology must not 
be used for and the safeguards that prevent function creep or misuse; training and certification 
requirements, such as mandatory user training, periodic reauthorization for system access, and 
accountability for compliance; and governance and updates, including regular policy reviews, 
alignment with evolving community needs, and clear communication about any changes.

Effective policy development ensures that technology is used consistently, 
appropriately, and within the ethical boundaries expected by residents.
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The goal is not just improved public safety, but improved trust.

https://www.soundthinking.com/blog/what-are-the-core-principles-of-procedural-justice/
https://www.soundthinking.com/community/data-for-good/
https://www.soundthinking.com/blog/the-importance-of-police-transparency/
https://www.soundthinking.com/blog/what-elected-officials-should-know-about-public-safety-systems/#:~:text=not%20just%20improved-,public%20safety,-%2C%20but%20improved%20trust
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Privacy, Data Governance, and Audit  
Oversight are Essential

Oversight and Transparency are Essential  
for Long-Term Success

Technology Must Support Human-Centered  
Public Safety Systems

Modern public safety tools generate large amounts of sensitive operational data, and residents’ 
privacy concerns are both real and valid. Elected officials play a critical role in addressing these 
concerns through transparent governance and strong oversight.

Effective privacy protections should include data minimization, ensuring that only the information 
needed for public safety operations is collected and retained for defined periods, along with strict 
access controls that limit data access to trained, authorized personnel based on role rather than 
convenience.

All access should be documented through auditable logs and usage monitoring, with regular 
audits confirming who accessed the system, when, why, and whether the usage was appropriate. 
Third-party or independent audits further build trust by verifying that technology is being used as 
intended, within policy, and without bias or irregularities. Public transparency reports should inform 
residents about what data is collected, how long it is kept, who has access, how often audits occur, 
and what those audits reveal.

Oversight is not a one-time action; it is a continuous cycle of evaluation and communication. For 
gunshot detection, elected leaders should support annual performance reviews, incident and 
evidence recovery metrics, updates on investigative outcomes, public-facing summary reports, 
and integration with violence prevention and trauma response programs.

Technology should never replace people, it should empower them. This includes investigators, 
dispatchers, analysts, community-based partners, trauma response teams, and violence 
intervention specialists. 
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Privacy is not the opposite of safety; when managed correctly, strong privacy 
protections strengthen safety by building transparent, accountable systems.

Transparent oversight does more than protect the technology, it protects 
public trust.

A holistic approach connects technology, training, policy, community 
services, and trauma-informed practices to ensure that tools strengthen, 
rather than substitute for, the human expertise at the core of public safety.

https://www.soundthinking.com/security-and-trust/
https://www.soundthinking.com/blog/trauma-prevention-soundthinking-webinar-recap/


The Cost of Inaction is Often Higher  
Than the Cost of Implementation

Conclusion:  
Leadership is the Deciding Factor

Communities without visibility into violence face long-term costs, including emergency medical 
expenses, rising investigative demands, increased trauma, declining community trust, and 
economic loss. 

Technology does not determine whether a jurisdiction becomes safer and more equitable; 
leadership does.

Elected officials who align technology with transparency, community engagement, procedural justice, 
strong policies, and rigorous audits lay the foundation for meaningful progress in public safety.
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Strategic technology investments can help reduce these burdens by improving 
service delivery and preventing harm.

Gunshot detection, data platforms, and real-time systems like those provided  
by SoundThinking are not the entire solution, but they are essential components 
of a modern, accountable, community-centered public safety ecosystem.

Residents deserve timely service, accurate information, and leaders who 
champion tools that help deliver both.

soundthinking.com/community/community-safety↗ 
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