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New Federal Guidance for Alternatives to Police 

for People with Behavioral Health or Other Disabilities 

In guidance and public findings issued last year, the United States Departments of Justice 
(DOJ) and Health and Human Services (HHS) have made clear that federal law requires 
that people with behavioral health and other disabilities receive a health response—not a 
law enforcement response—in circumstances where others would receive a health 
response.1 This means that when someone experiences a mental health crisis, a health-
focused team of workers with mental health expertise should be deployed instead of the 
police, just as an ambulance would be dispatched to help someone experiencing a 
physical health emergency. Any failure to do so violates the civil rights of people with 
disabilities. 

The new federal guidance can be a useful tool for communities to implement a 
comprehensive community-based mental health system that can and will reduce      
violence against people with behavioral health disabilities, especially in Black, 
Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) communities, which disproportionately 
experience the most negative impacts of policing.2 However, in implementing the 
guidance, states and localities must be careful to avoid an overly expansive view of when 
police involvement is appropriate. The guidance states that dispatching a co-responder 
team may be a “reasonable modification” in situations “where a police response is called 
for,” but without further clarification emergency response systems may continue to over-
rely on police, thus falling short of the guidance’s potential.3 The Bazelon Center for 
Mental Health Law and the Vera Institute of Justice urge the federal government to further 
explain and assert the need to expand non-police approaches and use data to reduce 
overreliance on law enforcement responses in these situations, and to back this up with 
increased and sustained investments in non-police crisis services that will help 
communities make changes consistent with federal law.  

DOJ Findings Show the Risks of Unnecessary Police Encounters  

The DOJ issued findings in June 2023 that the Minneapolis Police Department and the 
City of Minneapolis engage in a pattern or practice of conduct that violates the U.S. 
Constitution and federal law.4 The DOJ report comes in the wake of the murder of George 
Floyd and includes findings that Minneapolis’s police and emergency response systems 
discriminate against people with behavioral health disabilities.5 The DOJ found that 
Minneapolis unnecessarily deploys police in response to calls for help involving people 
with disabilities, a practice that is “often harmful and ineffective” and violates the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).6 People with disabilities, including those who are 
BIPOC, in Minneapolis experience significant harms from these unnecessary police 
encounters.7 As the report explains, the inappropriate deployment of police to these calls 
not only violates the law but can also cause or exacerbate trauma and increase stigma 
for people with disabilities. 
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New Guidance Is Long Overdue 

In May 2023 DOJ and HHS issued guidance for state, tribal, and local officials on 
responding to and interacting with people with behavioral health disabilities. The guidance 

describes practices for responding to crises experienced by people with mental health 
and substance use conditions and other disabilities, including intellectual, developmental, 
vision, and hearing disabilities.8 The agencies were required to issue the guidance by 
President Biden’s 2022 Executive Order on advancing effective and accountable policing. 

As the guidance explains, as many as 10 percent of police calls involve people with 
mental illness, who account for 20 to 25 percent of individuals killed by law 

enforcement.9 Although representing only 22 percent of the population, persons with 
disabilities may account for 30 to 50 percent of incidents of police use of force.10 

 
BIPOC people with disabilities are disproportionately harmed in these encounters with 
the police.11 Black men with behavioral health disabilities are killed by law enforcement 
officers at significantly higher rates than white men who exhibit similar behaviors.12 The 

widely reported killings of Black people with mental health needs, like Natasha McKenna, 

Saheed Vassell, and Daniel Prude, illustrate an all-too-common experience during 
encounters with law enforcement officers.13 

As in Minneapolis, the DOJ’s finding in Kentucky that the Louisville/Jefferson County 
Metro Government and the Louisville Metro Police Department violate the Constitution 
and the ADA provides chilling details of police officers treating people with disabilities with 
“contempt and callous disregard,” leading to physical harm and trauma that likely 
worsened their mental health symptoms.14 

A Different Response Is Urgently Needed 

Vera and the Bazelon Center agree with the new guidance that “jurisdictions should not 
assume that the proper response to a crisis is always to send law enforcement.”15 Law 
enforcement and 911 dispatch should divert calls to unarmed, properly trained behavioral 

health responders “whenever appropriate.”16 As the guidance explains: 
 

Equal opportunity requires that people with behavioral health disabilities 
receive a health response in circumstances where others would receive a 
health response—for example, if call centers would dispatch an ambulance 
or a medic rather than law enforcement to respond to a person experiencing 
a heart attack or diabetic crisis, equal opportunity would entail dispatching 
a health response in similar circumstances involving a person with a 
behavioral health disability.17 
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In other words, sending police in response to a mental health crisis where there is no 
immediate safety risk to the public is discriminatory and violates civil rights laws. 
 

Tools for Responding to Behavioral Health Calls 
 

The guidance identifies a number of tools that should be available in all communities so 
that they can connect people in need of help to the most appropriate response as quickly 
as possible.18 This includes:  
 

● transferring 911 calls involving people with behavioral health disabilities to local 
behavioral health hotlines and warmlines—confidential, free phone or text services 
offering mental health support—including as appropriate those affiliated with the 
new 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline;19 

● investing in mobile crisis teams, such as those consisting of a mental health 
clinician and a person with lived or living experience working as a peer; and 

● making mobile crisis teams available 24/7 and ensuring they respond in real-time 
to the location of the person in crisis, engage the person, assess their needs, 
intervene to de-escalate the situation, and connect the person to the services they 
need for long-term stability. 

Most behavioral health crises can be effectively addressed and resolved on site or 

in the community.20 When it is necessary to take someone somewhere for crisis care, 

the guidance identifies models that have been shown to be effective, such as staffed crisis 
apartments and peer-led crisis respite centers.21 People with co-occurring substance use 

conditions may need short-term detox facilities, with offers of further support like 
outpatient medication.22  

Importantly, the guidance also recommends that crisis workers link individuals 

with disabilities to longer-term services that have been shown to help people avoid 
crises, including supported housing, assertive community treatment (ACT), intensive 
case management, peer support services, and supported employment.23      

Both short-term and long-term services must be trauma-informed and culturally and 
linguistically appropriate. These services can be paid for through Medicaid, and in an 
increasing number of places,  peer support specialists work in and lead them.24 

The Need for the Least Police Involved Response Appropriate 

Communities must prioritize a health response to behavioral health crisis calls, not 
a “co-responder” model, whereby police respond alongside behavioral health workers. 
The recent DOJ and HHS guidance states that co-responses and specially trained officer 
responses may be “reasonable modifications” for situations “where a police response is 
called for,” but while accommodating such modifications, the federal government must 
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clearly communicate and operate with the understanding that situations that involve 
people with behavioral health disabilities rarely require police involvement.25 As noted in 
the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration’s (SAMHSA) crisis care 
guidelines, the mere presence of police can escalate crisis situations.26 Studies of 
approaches relying on officer training have shown no net effect on outcomes of arrest or 
officer use of force, and no significant positive impacts on police encounters with people 
with behavioral health disabilities, other than a few anecdotal reports of positive 
participant experiences.27 The evidence is mixed with respect to co-responder models, 
but there is little concrete evidence that these models reduce the risk of physical harm to 
people with disabilities.28 Moreover, the co-responder model is premised on the 
assumption that most behavioral health-related calls pose a high safety risk, but this is 
not borne out by communities across the country that have implemented unarmed 
teams.29  

Since the risk of harm to the individual is so great, and the actual threat to public safety 
is usually small, mental health advocates stress that law enforcement involvement in 
responses to behavioral health-related calls should be avoided whenever possible.30 
Contact between law enforcement and people experiencing mental health crises—even 
when officers respond alongside mental health workers in the “co-responder” model31—
should be limited to only the rarest exceptions because of the risk of potentially dire 
consequences.32                                    

Likewise, the federal government must continue building on its meaningful investments 
in behavioral health approaches—such as SAMHSA grant awards for mobile crisis 
teams—to assist cities in moving from pilot programs or services with limited hours of 
operation to widespread, scaled programs. The DOJ Minneapolis report highlights that, 
among other factors, the limited number of calls the Behavioral Crisis Response (BCR) 
unit responded to during the investigation period “compromised BCR’s ability to achieve 
its emergency crisis response mission and continued the City’s reliance upon MPD for 
many first responses.”33 As an increasing number of communities across the country 
pursue these non-police programs, they need access to more grants to plan and grow      

them.      

It is past time that we address the incarceration, institutionalization, and police violence 
that BIPOC people with behavioral health disabilities—and all people with disabilities—
face in law enforcement encounters when community-based mental health services are 
not available to respond to their needs. The new federal guidance is an important step 
forward, and at all levels of government, we urge greater investment in and clarity around 
the prioritization and implementation of unarmed crisis responses over police-led 
approaches. 
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