
 

Mental health courts appear to shorten jail
time, reduce re-arrest for those with
psychiatric illness

October 4 2010

Special mental health courts appear to be associated with lower post-
treatment arrest rates and reduced number of days of incarceration for
individuals with serious psychiatric illnesses, according to a report
posted online today that will appear in the February 2011 print issue of 
Archives of General Psychiatry.

"Mental health courts are an increasingly popular post-booking jail
diversion program," the authors write as background information in the
article. "Mental health courts have the laudable goal of moving persons
with serious mental illness out of the criminal justice system and into
community treatment without sacrificing public safety." These courts
have expanded from one or two in 1997 to approximately 250 today. In
general, eligible clients follow specific procedures for enrollment into
the court, such as having a hearing before a mental health court judge,
entering a guilty plea and agreeing to the terms of the court. Treatment is
usually a condition of enrollment, and courts reserve the right to sanction
defendants who violate the terms.

Henry J. Steadman, Ph.D., of Policy Research Associates Inc., Delmar,
New York, and colleagues studied four mental health courts in
California, Minnesota and Indiana. They compared records from 18
months before and after entering the system for 447 individuals in
mental health courts and 600 individuals in the same jurisdictions who
were eligible for mental health court but never referred or rejected from
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it. Participants were interviewed at the time of enrollment in the study
and 70 percent were interviewed again six months later.

The two groups were similar before the current arrest—93 percent of
those directed to mental health courts and 95 percent of those treated as
usual had been arrested at least one other time in the 18 months prior.

"On five key public safety outcome measures (subsequent arrest rates,
number of subsequent arrests, reduction in pre- to post-mental health
court arrests, number of subsequent incarceration days and change in
pre- to post-mental health court subsequent incarceration days), the
overall mental health court group is significantly lower than the
treatment-as-usual group," the authors write.

Specifically, in the 18 months following enrollment in the mental health
court, participants were significantly less likely than those treated in the
usual manner to be arrested again (49 percent vs. 58 percent). Over the
same period, mental health court participants had a decline of 0.8 arrests
per year (from 2.1 to 1.3), compared with a decline of 0.6 in the usual
treatment group (from 2.6 to 2.0).

Mental health court participants did spend more days in jail in the 18
months after their arrest than before (73 days vs. 82 days, a 12 percent
increase). However, incarceration time increased significantly more
among those in the comparison group (from 74 to 152 days, a 105
percent increase).

"This first multisite, prospective study of mental health courts offers
encouragement that they can achieve the public safety outcomes that
funders and the public want," the authors write. "Our data do not
comprehensively address the key questions of who the courts are most
effective for or what mechanisms produce positive outcomes. These
important questions await further data from this and other studies. Until
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then, it appears that mental health courts are diversion programs for
justice-involved persons with mental illness and, usually, co-occurring
substance abuse disorders that warrant public policy support."

  More information: Arch Gen Psychiatry. Published online October 4,
2010. doi:10.1001/archgenpsychiatry.2010.134
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