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Whether individuals work in urban,

suburban, or rural communities, law

enforcement o�cers invariably

encounter the impact of drug use and

mental illness. These impacts range from

disruptive behavior to overdoses to

homelessness and sometimes include

criminal acts both related to and

stemming from these issues.

Diversion: A Justice-Treatment Partnership

In most communities, organizations exist that are designed and equipped to address

substance use and mental health challenges at their roots. Providing health services

is not part of the core mission of law enforcement, but behavioral health providers,
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hospitals, other health organizations, and social service entities have the people,

skills, and tools to provide these services.

In fact, over the last 30 or more years, other parts of the criminal justice continuum

—jails, prosecutors, courts, and probation—have developed operational models for

addressing these challenges by working together with behavioral health service

providers. Drug courts, conditional release, deferred prosecution, jail diversion, and

specialized probation all emerged out of the recognition of the bene�ts of diverting

individuals with drug use and mental health problems out of the criminal justice

system and into community-based treatment programs. Research has consistently

proven the value of treatment in achieving both better public safety and public

health outcomes, and it is a valuable crime prevention tool available to police, just as

it long has been for their criminal justice peers elsewhere.

Justice models that connect people to substance use and mental health treatment in

the community are often loosely categorized as diversion programs. They leverage

intentional coordination with community treatment partners to prevent drug-

involved individuals who have low to moderate criminogenic risk from progressing

further into the justice system than is necessary. They o�er clinical assessments to

determine the level of severity of the issue and placement into the appropriate level

of treatment. Due to some individuals being screened as appropriate, these

diversion e�orts loosen the burden on overworked justice professionals by

(1) calling on the clinical expertise of health and human service providers;

(2) delivering better outcomes, including reduced crime due to reduced drug use;

(3) averting the cascade of harmful collateral consequences that come from justice

involvement, even if the individual is never charged or found guilty; and, (4) showing

the community there are more than arrests taking place by moving individuals

toward human services instead of jail, when appropriate.

Faced with unprecedented pressures as �rst responders in complex times and daily

facing the impact of mental health and substance use problems, especially the

opioid epidemic, in the communities they serve, now is an opportune time for law

enforcement to partner with behavioral health. In this way, law enforcement can

focus their resources on �ghting the more dangerous crimes, as opposed to what

often are “nuisance” and repeat o�enses driven by untreated health conditions.

1
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The Promise of De�ection

Police diversion, sometimes called pre-arrest diversion, pre-booking diversion, or

de�ection, has rapidly moved onto the policing scene for its promise of (1) reducing

crime (a core function of the criminal justice system); (2) reducing drug use (an

expected outcome of treatment); (3) ensuring the “correct” movement of individuals

either into the criminal justice system or away from it; (4) restoring lives (a core

function of the human service system); (5) (re)building community relations (a desire

of many community members); and (6) saving money (a concern for both public

systems and taxpayers).

Instead of utilizing traditional police interventions (i.e., arrest, booking, and

charging), de�ection relies on law enforcement to be the referral source to

community-based drug treatment and mental health services prior to potential

crises. In this way, law enforcement opens up new treatment access points not

previously available to those in need. De�ection is distinct from, but complementary

with, e�orts like crisis intervention teams (CIT), which are focused primarily on

o�cer safety and situation de-escalation (both legitimate goals) at crisis points. The

goal of de�ection is to refer people to the help they need before such a crisis occurs.

This timing is an important distinguishing feature of de�ection.

Driven by Data and Research

In de�ection, o�cers in the �eld use research-validated, evidence-based risk-need

screening tools to make a referral to behavioral health treatment so individuals who

pose a risk to the community are placed in custody and those who do not are

de�ected away from involvement in the justice system and into treatment.

De�ection is designed for those individuals whose behavioral health challenges have

placed them at repeated risk of chronic exposure to the behavioral health or

criminal justice system.

Risk-need tools are in wide use in other parts of the justice system, but to date none

have been developed speci�cally for law enforcement. However, emerging

de�ection models are testing the use of risk-need tools adapted for police.  The aim2
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is to enable law enforcement to con�dently determine which individuals can be

de�ected toward treatment instead of being arrested. The most successful criminal

justice systems will ultimately be those that have maximized their de�ection and

diversion points along the entire justice continuum.

Complementary Approaches to De�ection: Prevention and Intervention

De�ection encompasses two di�erent approaches—intervention and prevention—

both of which can be used independently, but are better together to maximize

community impact. In an intervention de�ection, chargeable o�enses are present

and individuals with behavioral health issues are selectively de�ected away from the

criminal justice system by way of police referral to the community human service

system. Charges are either not �led, even if a report is written; the charges are held

in abeyance; or, in the case of civil citation, the o�ense is written as a non-criminal

citation with treatment required. In this way, individuals with behavioral health

challenges who would otherwise have entered the criminal justice system are truly

de�ected from justice involvement. This a�ords individuals the opportunity to

change the trajectory of their life without the accompanying impact of collateral

consequences that come with a criminal arrest record.

Simply put, intervention de�ection results in avoidance of justice involvement by a

person who needs behavioral health services instead. Of course, some people at risk

of arrest might not avail themselves of the opportunity, and intervention de�ection

models must address the consequences of nonparticipation.

The second strategy, prevention de�ection, occurs when no charges are present, but

police referrals and human service interventions are still made in the hopes of

preventing future law enforcement encounters. Drug overdose is an example of a

prevention de�ection opportunity. In prevention de�ection, risk assessments are not

used, but the needs of the individual are still screened to ensure the proper human

service referrals can be made. O�cers may even involve clinicians in a ride-along or

on-call capacity to ensure a timely and accurate assessment is made, thus

streamlining the referral process.
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One needs to look no further than the opioid overdose epidemic currently plaguing

many states to see how law enforcement o�cers can leverage prevention de�ection

to become true problem-solvers in the communities they serve and protect.

Building Better Relationships and Safer Communities

The growing focus on de�ection is timely and represents a true community response

to pressing challenges. In some communities, the last few years have brought to

light heightened tensions between individuals and law enforcement. De�ection can

be an important part of an overall strategy to improve—and in some cases rebuild—

community relations. As a result of de�ection e�orts, law enforcement o�cers will

be known for their discernment when a response other than arrest is warranted,

and, more important, o�cers will steer people to local resources that o�er them the

opportunity to put their lives on a better trajectory.

Simultaneously, de�ection calls upon human service providers to do what they do

best: addressing the complex needs of at-risk individuals. Human service

interventions such as drug treatment, mental health services, housing, counseling,

and health care are proven to reduce crime reduce contact with the criminal justice

system, reduce drug use, stabilize housing, reduce homelessness, increase well-

being, and restore lives. Indeed, de�ection programs cannot succeed without

committed community human service partners.

Like other types of criminal justice diversion initiatives, de�ection acknowledges that

substance use and mental health problems are often reasons that individuals

encounter law enforcement in the �rst place, as well as having repeat encounters.

Both diversion and de�ection allow justice professionals to properly balance public

safety risk with the importance of providing access to supportive, community-based

services that will prevent future justice encounters.

Success Starts with a Culture of Change

To be sure, de�ection represents a new funding and policy paradigm to elected and

appointed o�cials; government agencies; private foundations; and, ultimately,

taxpayers, as well as a cultural and operational change to law enforcement and
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treatment agencies. For example, de�ection models work best when o�cers are

trained on what happens to the addicted brain and what happens in treatment.

Some o�cers might be reluctant to take on what seems at �rst to be yet another

responsibility, and human service agencies will have to adapt to new law

enforcement referrals, which can happen at any time of day or night, and may

involve crisis situations, with little time or opportunity to fully observe behaviors to

aid in clinical decision-making.

De�ection initiatives begin with leadership commitment, strong partnerships, and

thoughtful planning. Below are eight core questions for law enforcement leaders

and their community partners to discuss when considering the pursuit of a

de�ection initiative.

Starting a De�ection Initiative

The array of de�ection e�orts in the United States is growing rapidly. The choices

are numerous; research is in the early stages and, in most cases scant. Therefore, it

is important that law enforcement and communities avoid temptation to see

de�ection as the “silver bullet” for resolving law enforcement encounters with

people who have substance use issues or mental illness. But, what is clear is that the

time is now for agencies to take a look at incorporating de�ection initiatives into

their local law enforcement practices.

The bene�ts of de�ection include reducing the burden that substance use and

mental health issues place on communities and on law enforcement e�orts. By

addressing the behavioral health issues that often underlie an o�ense, law

enforcement can reduce recidivism. De�ection also helps avoid the repeated costs

of arresting and incarcerating people—who need treatment—for nonviolent

o�enses. Beyond that, de�ection is a common-sense solution for o�cers who have

seen �rsthand that arresting individuals does not stop addiction and mental illness.

There are better, more e�ective ways to respond that are still powerful crime-

�ghting tools.

Prior to selecting and implementing a de�ection initiative, law enforcement agencies

should begin by considering the following questions:
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1. Can de�ection solve the problem, address the challenge, or take advantage of the opportunity

the agency is facing?

2. Does the community have the behavioral health and public health system and capacity to

receive people who are de�ected to their services?

3. Does the agency have the political, community, and internal support needed to take de�ection

to implementation and beyond?

4. Is the agency—especially the o�cers and �rst-line supervisors—ready to undertake an

innovative practice like de�ection?

5. Can de�ection data be collected from the start?

6. Is there a rational, credible pathway to sustainability for the de�ection initiative once started?

7. Is there an incident or trend that can be leveraged to muster community-wide support for

de�ection?

8. Which de�ection initiative best �ts the department and community?

1. Can de�ection solve the problem, address the challenge, or take advantage of the
opportunity the agency is facing?

As with any new idea, knowing the desired outcome of an e�ort and whether what is

being considered as the solution will achieve that speci�c outcome is imperative

prior to initiation. De�ection is designed for a speci�c purpose: getting the right

individuals to the right place so they can get the right services they need at the right

time for the right reason. If a di�erent outcome is desired, de�ection is probably not

the right path.

2. Does the community have the behavioral health and public health system and
capacity to receive individuals that are de�ected?

Identifying the key behavioral health service partners in the community might

require initial legwork on the agency’s part, but, if any profession excels at digging to

get information, it is the police! The issue of what to do with individuals who are

de�ected must be solidly answered before commencing de�ection. Just as it is with

diversion e�orts, the single greatest challenge and barrier for de�ection initiatives is

having the required behavioral health capacity not only when an initiative starts but

also if it is to ever scale up to meet treatment demand. Capacity is not just the

number of treatment slots or beds available, but ensuring (1) rapid access to the

clinically assessed capacity in the minutes and hours when they are needed (i.e., a

person is ready to engage with treatment), and (2) a range of modalities (e.g., detox,

outpatient, inpatient).
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A starting point is contacting the local public behavioral health department to

identify local human service providers. The department’s police contact and arrest

data can at least give a ballpark estimate of what de�ection numbers to human

services might look like. If the courts and prosecutors run pretrial diversion and the

local jail performs jail diversion, these programs might also provide a sense of the

community capacity that would be needed if de�ection is implemented. In other

words, if de�ection resulted in 10 individuals de�ected (who otherwise would have

been arrested) to services every week, which provider has the capacity to take them?

Can the right level and modality of services be provided? How long will it take to start

actual treatment? Who pays for the services?

Not all de�ection results in referrals to services, and law enforcement must be

careful to not over-refer individuals who are not in clinical need of services. Over-

treatment when clinical need is not indicated can result in outcomes opposite from

what is intended; therefore, using a validated risk-need screening tool to guide

decision-making is a core tenet of de�ection. Namely, the underlying behavioral

health issues regarding why a person commits a crime (or is at high risk to commit a

crime) must be addressed for the criminal behaviors to be stopped. This is best

achieved through a robust assortment of clinical and risk-appropriate human service

interventions.

Finally, even if the community human service capacity is not available at the needed

scale initially, understanding which services are needed for de�ection to be

successful is critical so a community can start building service capacity if the

initiative is taken to scale.

3. Does the agency have the political, community, and internal support needed to
take de�ection to implementation and beyond?

To usher in the change represented by de�ection, both internal and external

champions are needed. De�ection involves not arresting individuals at times when,

in the past, making an arrest might otherwise have been the default response. As a

result, the de�ection initiative requires collective buy-in and accountability, including

agreed-upon measures to be taken if a de�ected individual is not compliant with

treatment or is charged with a new o�ense.
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Community support is also essential, for it is in the communities most impacted by

crime and where substantial police operations occur, as well as in those

communities where the o�cers reside (an area often overlooked in law enforcement

policy decision-making) that the day-to-day voices of individuals will either support

de�ection or reject it. Local politicians are particularly attuned to complaints about

crime and, as a result, highly prone to risk-avoidance and reactive responses. Can

the department withstand community pressure, especially in the early stages of

de�ection where outcomes will be slow in coming and setbacks are expected?

Finally, internal agency champions are needed. Whether the agency is large or small,

the informal comments made in the squad, locker room, parking lot, and at roll call

about de�ection can easily outmuscle department orders, policy, and training,

especially in the early stages of implementation. From the outset, it is critical to

identify and engage champions at the o�cer and supervisory levels.

4. Is the agency—especially the o�cers and �rst-line supervisors—ready
to undertake an innovative practice like de�ection?

By de�nition, innovation challenges existing norms, culture, values, and attitudes.

De�ection is innovative in two speci�c ways.

First, in de�ection, law enforcement o�cers are not the lead problem-solvers in

situations they encounter. Instead, the o�cers assess the situation and then refer

individuals to behavioral health organizations that are equipped to respond to the

human service issues at hand. O�cers are crucial to de�ection occurring, but they

are not the ones who will address the situation for the individual long-term. This

shift in attitude for a problem-solving profession is no small matter, and o�cers will

need to engage and rely on health care and human services in providing the clinical

care that helps lead to behavior change.

Second, the acceptance of behavioral health interventions (i.e., mental health or

drug treatment) as accepted crime-�ghting tools that o�cers can come to rely on

might contradict the police culture of what constitutes “crime �ghting.” De�ection is

an evolution from “tough on crime” to “smart on crime.”

Behavioral health care and human services play an essential role in de�ection, and

de�ection represents a cultural shift for them as well. Many already have been
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working with justice-involved individuals referred by prosecutors, courts, and

corrections, but not from law enforcement. De�ection relies on agreements

between law enforcement and health service providers, with both working together

toward the mutual goal of restoring the individual to health and avoiding future

justice system involvement. Reduction in drug use is a reduction a crime.

5. Can de�ection data be collected from the start?

County governments, funders, and the general public expect to know if the

initiatives they fund are successful. There is extensive research on what works in

other parts of the criminal justice system; for example, in court-based interventions,

practitioners must match the individual to the right level of treatment and

supervision based on the clinical risk-needs assessment. Police de�ection occurs far

earlier in the system, and while there are numerous promising practices and

initiatives, it is a newer concept and formal research outcomes are limited. Collecting

data about an agency’s e�orts from the very start is therefore paramount, not only

for the policing �eld at large, but also more immediately to establish when and if the

initiative has achieved success according to local goals.

Collecting de�ection data goes beyond counting calls and response time; it leans

toward understanding outcomes. Did the approach make a di�erence in the lives of

de�ected individuals? Did de�ection make communities safer by reducing

recidivism? Does law enforcement see treatment as a legitimate crime �ghting tool?

Although testimonies of o�cers and individuals remain a powerful tool for

conveying the value of initiatives, anecdotal evidence alone will not su�ce. Data

collection is also critical to sustainability.

6. Is there a rational, credible pathway to sustainability for the de�ection initiative
once started?

When well-conceived and implemented, with collaborative engagement at their core,

de�ection will yield positive outcomes and a collective desire to keep it operational

beyond the pilot phase. Thinking and talking about how this will happen prior to

starting the de�ection initiative gets stakeholders thinking about sustainability from

day one. Sustainability is highly contextual to communities, people, leadership,

environment, and time. Once implemented, taking concrete actions to make

de�ection last beyond the pilot improves the prospects for sustainability.
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7. Is there an incident or trend that can be leveraged to muster community-wide
support for de�ection?

De�ection to substance use and mental health treatment is a sound response to

human su�ering and health crises that police encounter daily. Tragedies such as

overdoses are a signal that e�ective interventions are needed. Law enforcement can

play a critical leadership role in developing and implementing solutions that serve

communities and help save lives.

If a jurisdiction is able to answer the seven preceding questions a�rmatively, the

next step is to decide which de�ection model is most suitable for the jurisdiction.

Several de�ection models are presented herein, and a careful review should

illuminate which is best suited for your department, partnerships, and political

climate.

8. Which de�ection initiative best �ts the department and community?

Once the decision has been made that de�ection is a recommended and viable

course of action, the next step is to decide how to do it. Di�erent models might work

better in di�erent jurisdictions, depending on the agency’s goals and the needs and

resources available in the community. During this period of innovation in this new

arena, and to support the advancement of e�ective practices, it is useful to note that

a variety of e�orts are being undertaken across all sizes and types of jurisdictions. As

these programs and initiatives are evaluated, they will help build the collective body

of knowledge around evidence-based practices in diversion and de�ection. For more

information on de�ection initiatives, see Law Enforcement De�ection Frameworks: A

Decision Making Tool for Police Leaders.

De�ection Models/Brands

The following is a summary of the major law enforcement de�ection models

currently in practice.

 Law Enforcement Assisted Diversion (LEAD)

Begun in Seattle, Washington, in 2011, LEAD is a police drop-o� model where

o�cers take a person with low-level drug or prostitution charges to a brick-and-

mortar triage center. At the center, case managers take over the case and o�er a

https://university.pretrial.org/HigherLogic/System/DownloadDocumentFile.ashx?DocumentFileKey=43da0a0d-15cf-f2bf-6204-c5869b801bcd
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range of services and resources. No charges are �led, and individuals can be

brought repeatedly to the triage center at the discretion of the o�cer.

Police Assisted Addiction Recovery Initiative (PAARI)

Begun in April 2015, PAARI consists of two models. The �rst is the Angel model,

sometimes called the Gloucester (Massachusetts) model. Angel is a self-referral

model. Individuals without other charges self-refer themselves to the police and may

turn in drugs and drug paraphernalia to the police station without fear of being

arrested. The station o�cer then connects the individual with a volunteer (the

“Angel,” often a peer) who speaks with the individual on the phone while the o�cer

locates a treatment slot. The individual is then transported from the station directly

to the treatment facility.

The second is the Arlington model, started in Arlington, Massachusetts. The

Arlington model leans heavily on prevention de�ection by contacting likely drug

users to o�er them access to treatment. When a dealer is arrested, names of

customers are gathered, and contact is made by a social worker employed by the

police department. No charges are brought against the drug users regardless of

their willingness to participate.

 Stop, Triage, Educate, Engage, Rehabilitate (STEER)

Begun in March 2016 by the Montgomery County, Maryland, Police Department;

Maryland Treatment Center (MTC); Police Executive Research Forum (PERF); and the

Center for Health and Justice (CHJ) at TASC, STEER is a risk-need triage model that

incorporates both prevention and intervention approaches and uses an available

24/7 case manager who rides with the o�cers, goes to district stations, follows up

with individuals referred to the program in the community, and meets and

motivates the person to rapidly engage and stay in treatment. The George Mason

University Center for Advancing Correctional Excellence is conducting an evaluation

on STEER.

Citation in Lieu of Arrest

Civil citation is one of the longest standing forms of de�ection and one that has

many variations. As the name implies, a local ordinance violation is substituted for

what was, at one time, a misdemeanor or even felony charge. Even though it is

3
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Jac Charlier is the National Director for Justice Initiatives for the Center
for Health and Justice (CHJ) at TASC. He specializes in crime reduction
strategies and de�ection (pre-arrest/pre-booking police diversion), and led
the development of CHJ’s latest work on de�ection: Law Enforcement
De�ection Frameworks: A Decision Making Tool for Police Leaders (CHJ,
2017). Jac served as deputy chief of the parole division for the Illinois
Department of Corrections. He earned his master’s degree in public policy
from the Ohio State University.

documented, the violation is not a criminal o�ense, and it can be easily coupled with

referrals to treatment. Civil citation exists for both adults and juveniles and is for

�rst time o�enders. More is known about this type of de�ection than the others.

Drug Overdose Response Teams

These de�ection e�orts focus mainly on drug overdoses and often speci�cally on

opiate overdose. Some response teams use law enforcement o�cers solely for the

intervention while others use multidisciplinary teams to reach out to those who have

survived an overdose. Some programs also include families in the response. No

central resource exists for this type of de�ection, but one such model is the Lucas

County, Ohio, Sheri�’s O�ce DART program (Drug Action Response Team).

De�ection has arrived, and it awaits only leadership to take the next step forward. A

department, the community, and its residents will be better o� for it.

Notes:

National Institute on Drug Abuse, “Why Should Drug Abuse Treatment Be Provided

to O�enders?” in Principles of Drug Abuse Treatment for Criminal Justice Populations–A

Research-Based Guide, April 2014.
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http://www.policechiefmagazine.org/wp-content/uploads/Deflection-Framework-excerpt-TEXT_final_022717.docx.pdf
https://www.drugabuse.gov/publications/principles-drug-abuse-treatment-criminal-justice-populations/why-should-drug-abuse-treatment-be-provided-to-offe
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 For example, Eau Claire County, Wisconsin, been using the proxy risk tool for

prosecutorial diversion for three years. Eau Claire County, “COMPAS.” In addition,

Montgomery County, Maryland, Police Department is piloting the proxy risk tool as

part of its STEER De�ection initiative launched in April 2016; See also National

Conference of State Legislatures, “Issue in Focus: Risk and Needs Assessment: States

Requiring Assessment Tools across the Criminal Justice System.”

 “Law Enforcement Assisted Diversion.” http://leadkingcounty.org

 “The Police-Assisted Addiction and Recovery Initiative.” http://paariusa.org

 Jac Charlier, “Want to Reduce Drugs in Your Community? You Might Want to De�ect

Instead of Arrest,” The Police Chief 82, no. 9 (September 2015): 30–31.

 Greg Frost, “Adult Civil Citation Pilot Program,” Civil Citation Network, October 1,

2013; Greg Frost, “Pre-Arrest Diversion–An E�ective Model Ready for Widespread

Adoption,” IACP Blog, June 17, 2016.

 Lucas County Sheri�’s O�ce D.A.R.T. www.lcsodart.com
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