
Best Practices for the Mentally Ill in the
Criminal Justice System: A Comprehensive
Guide
Individuals with mental illness are disproportionately represented in the
criminal justice system, accounting for approximately 26% of the jail
population and 14% of the prison population. This overrepresentation is
due to a number of factors, including poverty, homelessness, lack of
access to mental health care, and discrimination. Once in the criminal
justice system, individuals with mental illness often face additional
challenges, such as lack of access to treatment, solitary confinement, and
excessive use of force.
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The consequences of the overrepresentation of individuals with mental
illness in the criminal justice system are significant. For individuals with
mental illness, involvement in the criminal justice system can exacerbate
their symptoms, lead to further trauma, and make it more difficult to
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reintegrate into the community. For the criminal justice system, the
overrepresentation of individuals with mental illness results in increased
costs, overcrowding, and a decrease in public safety.

Best Practices

There are a number of best practices that can be implemented to address
the unique needs of individuals with mental illness in the criminal justice
system. These best practices include:

Providing access to mental health care. Individuals with mental
illness need access to a range of mental health services, including
screening, assessment, treatment, and support services. These services
should be provided in a variety of settings, including jails, prisons, and
community-based programs.

Implementing crisis intervention training. Law enforcement officers
and other first responders should be trained in how to identify and respond
to individuals with mental illness in crisis. This training should include de-
escalation techniques, crisis management strategies, and referral to mental
health services.

Establishing mental health courts. Mental health courts are
specialized courts that provide an alternative to traditional criminal justice
processing for individuals with mental illness. These courts connect
individuals with mental illness to treatment and support services while
holding them accountable for their behavior.

Diverting individuals with mental illness from the criminal justice
system. Diversion programs provide an alternative to traditional criminal
justice processing for individuals with mental illness who have committed
non-violent offenses. These programs connect individuals with mental



illness to treatment and support services, and help them avoid unnecessary
incarceration.

Innovative Solutions

In addition to best practices, there are a number of innovative solutions that
can be implemented to address the needs of individuals with mental illness
in the criminal justice system. These solutions include:

Expanding the use of technology. Technology can be used to improve
access to mental health care, provide crisis intervention services, and
monitor individuals with mental illness in the community. For example,
videoconferencing can be used to provide remote mental health therapy,
and GPS tracking can be used to monitor individuals with mental illness
who are at risk of re-offending.

Developing trauma-informed care models. Trauma-informed care is
an approach to care that recognizes the impact of trauma on individuals'
lives. This approach focuses on creating safe and supportive environments,
fostering collaboration between providers and individuals, and empowering
individuals to make choices about their care.

Promoting community-based services. Community-based services
provide a range of support to individuals with mental illness, including
housing, employment, and social support. These services can help
individuals with mental illness to live independently and avoid involvement
in the criminal justice system.

The overrepresentation of individuals with mental illness in the criminal
justice system is a complex problem with no easy solutions. However, by
implementing best practices and innovative solutions, we can improve the



outcomes for individuals with mental illness who come into contact with the
criminal justice system.
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