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Introduction
For decades, arrest was the primary— 

if not the only—treatment that police 
officers were trained to use, and for good 
reason: arrest can be a powerful and 
productive remedy in situations that call 
for it, especially in scenarios that involve 
violent offenses and/or criminal acts where 
there is a high probability of public harm.1

But, in many ways, arrest is like surgery: For some 
patients, it’s a necessary and useful treatment—the only 
real solution. For others, it can do more harm than good 
by presenting unnecessary risk when more appropriate 
options are available. The best solution can vary 
depending on the circumstances. Like doctors whose job 
it is to promote good health by first doing no harm, law 
enforcement officers must make careful decisions about 
when it is appropriate to arrest, and when to utilize other 
interventions that are likely to address the public safety 
issue at hand without undesired effects.

Arrest is certainly a useful and effective law enforcement 
strategy. Yet, a growing body of evidence suggests 
that arrest, especially for minor crimes, may negate its 
advantages and amplify its shortcomings. Particularly 
concerning are threats to officer and community safety, 
consumption of finite police resources, financial stress 
on offenders and the community, and severed social 
connections – each of which is a potential undesired 
outcome of arrests.2

Even as arrest remains an important and effective tool 
for law enforcement officers—whose public safety 
responsibility demands that they continue arresting 
suspects when it is appropriate and warranted— it is 
clear that there is an increasing interest in functional 
alternatives to arrest. In response, the International 
Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP), with funding from 
Arnold Ventures, has created this document in order to 
explore one such alternative that has shown early promise 
in the field: pre-arrest diversion. In the sections that 
follow, law enforcement executives will learn when and for 
whom pre-arrest diversion might make sense, as well as 
when traditional arrest remains viable.

1 Engel, Robin et al. 2019. The Power to Arrest: Lessons from Research. Cham, Switzerland: Springer. Also available at www.theIACP.org/research.
2 Lofstrom, Magnus et al. September, 2019. “Key Factors in Arrest Trends and Differences in California’s Counties.” Public Policy Institute of California. 

https://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/key-factors-in-arrest-trends-and-differences-in-californias-counties.pdf (accessed February 9, 2020).
3 Engel, Robin et al. 2019. The Power to Arrest: Lessons from Research. Cham, Switzerland: Springer.
4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid.

Origins of Document
In December 2008, a long-running fiscal crisis led 
officials in Hamilton County, Ohio, to close the 822-bed 
Queensgate Correctional Facility in Cincinnati as a cost-
saving measure. The closure—which reduced available 
jail space in Hamilton County by 36%—created concern 
among community residents and civic leaders, many of 
whom wondered whether there would be a significant 
increase in crime as a result. With fewer jail beds, they 
observed, police officers would have no choice but to 
arrest fewer offenders.3

They were right in at least one respect: The Cincinnati 
Police Department (CPD) could no longer arrest as many 
people as it had previously. Because jail beds had become 
a finite resource, the department needed to treat arrests 
as if they, too, were a precious commodity. Officers 
started reserving arrests primarily for repeat and serious 
offenders. For lesser offenses, they turned to other 
evidence-based problem-solving strategies.4 Although 
a causal relationship has not been established, what 
happened next put skeptics’ initial fears to rest: Instead 
of increasing, violent crime actually decreased 38.5% 
between 2008 and 2014. Property crime also plummeted 
during the same period.5

Despite the positive outcomes in Cincinnati, some 
political, civic, and law enforcement leaders in Hamilton 
County and across the United States continue to 
argue for maximizing instead of minimizing arrest and 
incarceration.6 In an effort to understand the evidence 
for and against such policies, and to advance a growing 
discussion around the role of arrest in criminal justice 
processes more broadly, the IACP/University of Cincinnati 
(UC) Center for Police Research and Policy (the IACP/
UC Research Center) in 2018 conducted an extensive 
literature review. The review provides a comprehensive 
overview of what is known (and not known) about the 
use of arrest and its alternatives while also calling for 
additional research with which to empirically evaluate 
alternatives to arrest.7

While the profession awaits future research and 
the development of new approaches, individual 
law enforcement agencies are looking for practical 
information and actionable strategies that their officers 
can implement immediately. The IACP has created this 
document—the focus of which is pre-arrest diversion—as 
a first step toward meeting those needs.
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Objectives
This document is intended to serve as a resource that  
law enforcement executives can use to pursue the 
following objectives:

 Î Encouraging internal discussions on the use of 
arrest: The information in this document is intended 
to stimulate conversations about the role of arrest in 
agencies’ policies, and whether there are alternatives 
to arrest that, in appropriate situations, can help them 
achieve the same law enforcement objectives with 
fewer financial and social costs.

 Î Identifying problems and populations that may 
be good candidates for pre-arrest diversion: Law 
enforcement officers are not clinical social workers. 
Yet, they play a critical front-lines role in identifying 
and treating social issues. By highlighting how pre-
arrest diversion programs can engage and support 
vulnerable populations, this document seeks to raise 
awareness about new ways in which law enforcement 
officers can fulfill their mission of serving and 
protecting their communities.

 Î Communicating with stakeholders: Public safety is an 
ecosystem with many diverse stakeholders, including 
law enforcement executives and front-line officers, 
as well as policymakers, prosecutors and courts, 
community partners, and community residents—many 
of whom may be skeptical of alternatives to arrest, 
both in theory and in practice. In addition to informing 
their policies and practices internally, the information 
in this document may help law enforcement agencies 
garner external support that can assist them in their 
pursuit of pre-arrest diversion strategies.

 Î Inspiring new approaches to complex challenges: 
Law enforcement agencies must be strategic when 
implementing new strategies and solutions to ensure 
the impact on their community is positive, instead of 
negative. For that reason, agencies should prioritize 
evidence-based practices when possible—including 
arrest, which remains an effective remedy in many law 
enforcement scenarios. And yet, much can be gained 
from innovation and experimentation. Provided that 
agencies implement strategies conscientiously—
with full knowledge of their empirical strengths and 
weaknesses, and with analytic mechanisms that they 
can use to evaluate and document their efficacy—
the pre-arrest diversion practices discussed in this 
document may serve as guideposts that help law 
enforcement agencies pioneer new practices and 
programs that may develop into future best practices.

Objectives

 Î Encourage internal discussion

 Î Identify populations that may  
be good candidates for  
pre-arrest diversion

 Î Communicate with stakeholders.

 Î Inspire new approaches to  
solving challenges
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Defining  
Pre-Arrest Diversion
Alternatives to arrest is a developing 

subject within law enforcement. For 
that reason, it is useful to define some 
terms to ensure common understanding. 
This is especially true when it comes to 
pre-arrest diversion, whose nomenclature 
derives meaning from two words: arrest 
and diversion.

What is Arrest?
This document defines arrest as having occurred when  
an officer 

1) TAKES a suspect into custody, 

 

2) TRANSPORTS a suspect to a police facility, 

 

3) TAKES a suspect’s identifying information, 

 

4) CREATES a permanent record of the arrest, and 

 

5) DETAINS the suspect until release or judicial review.8

8 Harmon, Rachel A. 2016. “Why Arrest?” Michigan Law Review 115, 3: 307-364.
9 National League of Cities. October 2019. Reducing the Use of Jails: Exploring Roles for City Leaders. https://www.nlc.org/sites/default/files/users/

user57164/Reducing the Use of Jails Exploring Roles for City Leaders.pdf (accessed February 10, 2020).

What is Diversion?
Diversion occurs when a suspect who could be taken 
into the criminal justice system through arrest is instead 
entered into alternative services and/or supervision, 
typically by either a police officer or a prosecutor.

Police-led diversion, otherwise known as pre-arrest 
diversion, similarly occurs when a law enforcement officer 
could take a suspect into custody—but decides not to, 
electing instead to connect the suspect with community-
based services and supervision. These service providers 
often partner with the criminal justice system yet exist 
outside of it. It typically takes place before a suspect’s 
case reaches a prosecutor, thereby pre-empting a 
suspect’s engagement with the criminal justice system 
so that justice can be delivered in and by the community 
instead of the courts.9

What About Deflection?
Because they’re similar, pre-arrest diversion and deflection 
are often confused. However, there is a key difference 
between them: 

While pre-arrest diversion 

programs target individuals who 

have committed a crime and are 

therefore subject to charges, 

deflection programs target at-

risk individuals who have not yet 

committed a crime and therefore 

are not eligible for charges. 

Deflection stops engagement with the criminal justice 
system before it starts.9 Despite the distinction between 
them, this document recognizes that deflection and pre-
arrest diversion share some common traits.
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When Arrest is Best
Before contemplating pre-arrest 

diversion, law enforcement agencies 
should continue to recognize that there 
remain many situations in which arrest is 
appropriate, necessary, and effective, and 
where alternatives, therefore, would not  
be effective.

Although these situations can be both objective and 
subjective in nature, there exists ample evidence in favor 
of arrest. As previously mentioned, for example, arrest in 
the immediate term can reduce crime and increase public 
safety by removing suspected criminals from the street, 
making it impossible for them to cause additional public 
harm due to incapacitation.10 In the long term, arrest may 
similarly reduce crime by deterring would-be criminals 
from breaking the law.11 

To determine when arrest is suitable, police agencies 
should consider decision factors including state interests, 
public safety, offense severity, criminal history, arrest 
warrants, and legal mandates. Among these, perhaps the 
most persuasive is offense severity. Although agencies 
and jurisdictions must decide for themselves what 
eligibility requirements and criteria make sense for  
pre-arrest programs in their communities, the vast 
majority of such programs exclude from participation 
individuals who commit violent and felony offenses. This 
leaves arrest as the only appropriate law enforcement 
solution for such individuals. 

10 Levitt, Steven D. 1998. “Why Do Increased Arrest Rates Appear to Reduce Crime: Deterrence, Incapacitation, Or Measurement Error?” Economic 
Inquiry 36, 3: 353-372.

11 Ibid.
12 Hunt, Kim Steven et al. January 2019. Recidivism Among Federal Violent Offenders. U.S. Sentencing Commission. https://www.ussc.gov/sites/default/

files/pdf/research-and-publications/research-publications/2019/20190124_Recidivism_Violence.pdf (accessed February 26, 2020).
13 Ibid.
14 Kopak, Albert and Frost, Gregory. 2017. “Correlates of Program Success and Recidivism Among Participants in an Adult Pre-Arrest Diversion Program.” 

American Journal of Criminal Justice 42, 4: 727-745.
15 Engel, Robin et al. 2019. The Power to Arrest: Lessons from Research. Cham, Switzerland: Springer. Also available at www.theIACP.org/research.

Of course, their exclusion from alternatives means little 
is known about the success or failure of individuals 
who commit violent and felonious offenses in pre-
arrest diversion programs. This leaves arrest as the only 
appropriate law enforcement solution for such individuals.:

 Î The United States Sentencing Commission concludes 
that individuals who engage in violent criminal activity 
generally recidivate at a higher rate, more quickly, 
and for more serious crimes than do individuals who 
commit nonviolent offenses.12

 Î Many jurisdictions are bound by state mandatory 
arrest laws that require police officers to arrest 
individuals who are suspected of committing  
certain crimes.13

 Î Individuals who commit violent and/or felony offenses 
may be less likely to satisfy the requirements of pre-
arrest diversion programs and, therefore, less likely 
to realize their rehabilitative benefits. For example, 
a 2017 study analyzed participants in Leon County, 
Florida’s Pre-Arrest Diversion/Adult Civil Citation 
(PAD/ACC) program and concluded that participants 
with greater propensity for crime or violence were 
less likely to complete it successfully.14

 Î Those who sell illicit substances for profit are often 
ineligible for substance use treatment programs, as 
drug distribution exploits others and is less amenable 
to clinical intervention, compared to drug users who 
do not distribute for profit.15 

Evidence against pre-arrest diversion for certain crimes 
and criminals should not necessarily be interpreted as 
evidence for arrest. In many cases, pre-arrest diversion is 
not up to the task of public safety—whereas arrest often 
is. Nonetheless, which option is most appropriate varies 
by situation and context. The factors explained in this 
document are meant to help guide that decision.
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Why to Consider 
Pre-Arrest Diversion
In recent years, the discussion around 

arrest and alternatives to arrest has 
reached peak prominence thanks to 
a U.S. dialogue about criminal justice 
reform. Emerging topics such as the 
decriminalization of marijuana and 
overcrowding in jails and prisons have 
generated increased interest among 
community leaders and scholars who 
want to diagnose problems in the criminal 
justice system, and renewed commitment 
among law enforcement agencies and 
policymakers who want to solve them.  
The result in many jurisdictions is a fertile 
field in which pre-arrest diversion can take 
root and may be able to help agencies 
achieve their most important public- 
safety objectives.

Lowering Crime Rates
In 2018—the most recent year for which there is data—U.S. 
law enforcement officers made more than 10.3 million 
arrests.16 Ten years prior, in 2008, U.S. law enforcement 
officers made more than 14 million arrests.17 This represents 
a 26% reduction in arrests. If arrest were inversely related 
to crime—such that more arrests equaled fewer violent 
crimes—one would expect the violent crime rate in the 
United States to have increased from 2008 to 2018. In fact, 
it decreased, falling from 458.6 violent crimes per 100,000 
inhabitants in 2008 to 368.9 violent crimes per 100,000 
inhabitants in 2018. As previously noted, a 2008 jail closure 
in Hamilton County, Ohio, likewise precipitated a decrease 
in arrests and, subsequently, a fall in crime.18 While neither 
of these examples imply a causal relationship, they do 
demonstrate that crime does not necessarily increase just 
because officers make fewer arrests. If low crime rates 
are not contingent on high arrest rates, there is room to 
consider alternatives like pre-arrest diversion. 

16 “2018 Crime in the United States.” United States Department of Justice, Federal Bureau of Investigation. https://ucr.fbi.gov/crime-in-the-u.s/2018/
crime-in-the-u.s.-2018/topic-pages/persons-arrested (accessed February 11, 2020).

17 “2008 Crime in the United States.” Federal Bureau of Investigation, U.S. Department of Justice. https://www2.fbi.gov/ucr/cius2008/arrests/index.html 
(accessed February 11, 2020).

18 Engel, Robin et al. 2019. The Power to Arrest: Lessons from Research. Cham, Switzerland: Springer. Also available at www.theIACP.org/research.
19 Alper, Mariel and Durose, Matthew R. May 2018. 2018 Update on Prisoner Recidivism: A 9-Year Follow-up Period (2005-2014). Bureau of Justice 

Statistics, U.S. Department of Justice. https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/18upr9yfup0514.pdf (accessed February 11, 2020).
20 Hunt, Kim Steven et al. January 2019. Recidivism Among Federal Violent Offenders. U.S. Sentencing Commission. https://www.ussc.gov/sites/default/

files/pdf/research-and-publications/research-publications/2019/20190124_Recidivism_Violence.pdf (accessed February 11, 2020).
21 Collins, Susan E. et al. March 2015. LEAD Program Evaluation: Recidivism Report. University of Washington. http://static1.1.sqspcdn.com/

static/f/1185392/26121870/1428513375150/LEAD_EVALUATION_4-7-15.pdf (accessed February 11, 2020).

Reducing Recidivism
In May 2018, the U.S. Department of Justice published 
a study of recidivism among 412,731 state prisoners and 
found that nearly 45% of them were arrested again within 
one year of being released, 68% within three years, 79% 
within six years, and 83% within nine years.19 In January 
2019, the U.S. Sentencing Commission similarly reported 
that among federal prisoners, approximately 40% of 
individuals who had committed nonviolent offenses and 
nearly 64% of individuals who had committed violent 
offenses were arrested again within eight years of  
being released.20

If arrest deterred everyone from future crime, then 
recidivism would be low instead of high. Instead, 
researchers have observed, incarceration and prosecution, 
in some instances, may exacerbate recidivism by creating 
social and economic barriers for convicted criminals, 
many of whom struggle to obtain employment, housing, 
healthcare, and drug treatment as a result of their criminal 
records.21 Pre-arrest diversion may offer a means by which 
to reduce recidivism not only directly, but also indirectly 
by reducing the social pressures that often precipitate 
repeat offending. 

In 2018, there were more than 
10.3 million arrests,
a 26% reduction from 2008 at 
14 million arrests.

It decreased from 
458.6 violent crimes per 

100,000 inhabitants in 2008
to 

368.9 violent crimes per 
100,000 inhabitants in 2018
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Increasing Efficiency
As guardians of public safety, law enforcement officers 
should prioritize their responses according to public 
benefit. In many cases—those that involve individuals 
who commit violent offenses, for example—arrest is the 
response that will produce the greatest public good..

But law enforcement officers are also guardians of public 
resources. In some cases—those that involve only non-
violent misdemeanors, for example—police agencies 
should also be willing to weigh other public concerns 
against the relative costs and benefits of arrest. Consider, 
for example, the financial implications of arrest: Mass 
incarceration costs U.S. taxpayers $182 billion per year, 
which includes not only the cost of operating prisons, jails, 
parole, and probation, but also policing and court costs, 
and costs paid by families to support incarcerated loved 
ones.22 

Arrest doesn’t just cost money, however. It also costs time 
that could be reinvested into additional public-safety 
priorities. In fact, research indicates that making an arrest 
is a time-consuming process that can drain large portions 
of an officer’s time (estimates vary from four hours to 
more than 13 hours). This includes time spent handcuffing 
and securing the suspect, transportation time, processing 
time, and time spent on paperwork. The sum of these and 
other tasks is 60 million hours of officer time per year that 
could be spent on other community priorities.23

Of course, pre-arrest diversion programs also have 
costs, although they’re not yet well documented or 
understood.24 In order to make decisions that are 
simultaneously efficient and effective, officers should 
avoid a rush to judgement in favor of either arrest or pre-
arrest diversion. Instead, practicing strategic and judicious 
thinking to evaluate the merits of both options in the 
context of each suspect and scenario is an important step.

Enhancing Safety
Although it is carried out in the name of public safety, 
arrest, in some instances, may actually pose additional risk 
to citizens instead of making them safer.

Arrests, by nature, involve confrontations between 
officers and suspects. Thus, any time a physical arrest 
occurs, there is a risk to officer, suspect, and community 
safety. Although it cannot eliminate risk entirely, the 
nonconfrontational nature of diversion makes pre-arrest 
diversion inherently safer for all parties involved—
including bystanders, who can easily be harmed during 
pursuits and physical struggles.25 Reducing the use of 
arrest also reduces risk for all involved.

22 Wagner, Peter and Rabuy, Bernadette. January 25, 2017. Following the Money of Mass Incarceration. Prison Policy Initiative. https://www.prisonpolicy.
org/reports/money.html (accessed February 11, 2020).

23 Harmon, Rachel A. 2016. “Why Arrest?” Michigan Law Review 115, 3: 307-364.
24 Engel, Robin et al. 2019. The Power to Arrest: Lessons from Research. Cham, Switzerland: Springer. Also available at www.theIACP.org/research.
25 Harmon, Rachel A. 2016. “Why Arrest?” Michigan Law Review 115, 3: 307-364.

Mass incarceration  
costs U.S. taxpayers 

 $182 billion per year.

In another study, the U.S. Sentencing 
Commission found that 

within 8 years of being released

40% 
of persons who 

committed 
nonviolent offenses

64% 
of persons who 

committed 
violent offenses

were arrested again.

In a study, the Department  
of Justice found that 

 of 412,731 state prisoners, 

nearly 45% 
were arrested again  

within 1 year

68% 
were arrested again  
within 3 years

79% 
were arrested again 
within 6 years

83% 
were arrested again  
within 9 years

$
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Who Might Benefit 
from Pre-Arrest 

Diversion?
There is growing interest in the 

criminal justice system in exploring 
alternatives to arrest—including pre-arrest 
diversion. However, empirical evidence on 
alternatives to arrest so far is limited. As 
a result, law enforcement agencies have 
focused primarily on developing pilot 
programs that target specific vulnerable 
populations, where it is believed that such 
programs can have maximal impact with 
minimal risk. Evidence and experience 
thus far are most extensive amongst three 
populations: persons with mental health 
disorders, persons with substance use 
disorders, and juvenile offenders.

Persons with Mental Health Disorders
Law enforcement agencies spend significant time and 
manpower responding to calls for service involving 
persons with mental health disorders. In fact, it is 
estimated that as many 10% of police contacts involve 
persons with mental health disorders.26

Given not only the frequency with which police officers 
encounter them, but also the nature of their challenges—
mental health disorders is inherently a clinical problem, 
not a criminal justice issue—persons with mental health 
disorders are ideal candidates for pre-arrest diversion 
programs. The goal of such programs is to connect 
individuals with treatment and services that address their 
mental health disorders and, in so doing, keep them out 
of the criminal justice system. As the IACP/UC Research 
Center explains, police-led pre-arrest diversion programs 
are believed to increase the probability of positive 
outcomes for offenders with mental health disorders, 
including increased use of social services, enhanced 
quality of life, decreased substance use, fewer mental 
health symptoms, and less criminal recidivism.27

26 Gatens, Alysson. April 2, 2018. Responding to Individuals Experiencing Mental Health Crises: Police-Involved Programs. Illinois Criminal Justice 
Information Authority. http://www.icjia.state.il.us/assets/articles/CIT_Article_041618.pdf (accessed February 12, 2020).

27 Engel, Robin et al. 2019. The Power to Arrest: Lessons from Research. Cham, Switzerland: Springer. Also available at www.theIACP.org/research.
28 A National Survey of Criminal Justice Diversion Programs and Initiatives. Center for Health & Justice at TASC. December 2013. http://www2.

centerforhealthandjustice.org/sites/www2.centerforhealthandjustice.org/files/publications/CHJ%20Diversion%20Report_web.pdf (accessed February 
12, 2020).

29 Ibid.

Persons with Substance Use Disorders
Substance use—which often co-occurs with mental health 
disorders—also consumes substantial police resources 
and time. In fact, more than half of people incarcerated 
in state prisons (53%) and two-thirds of people 
incarcerated in local jails (68%) have substance use 
disorders, according to the Center for Health and Justice 
at Treatment Alternatives for Safe Communities (TASC). 
TASC also notes a recent shift in the criminal justice 
system toward recognizing substance use disorders as 
“clinical issues with clinical solutions” instead of “a moral 
failing, punishable by incarceration.”28

This shift—viewing substance abuse as a public health 
issue instead of a penal matter—has made persons with 
substance use disorders suitable candidates for pre-
arrest diversion programs. These programs are typically 
collaborative efforts among law enforcement, substance 
use treatment providers, mental healthcare providers, and 
individuals with substance use issues and their families. 
The Center for Health and Justice at TASC reviewed 
existing evidence for pre-arrest diversion programs and 
acknowledged this area is still evolving. Nonetheless, it 
concluded that the most effective response to individuals 
with substance use issues is often a mix of “supervision, 
accountability, and community treatment and support.”29

It is estimated that as many as 

10% of police contacts 
involve persons with  

mental health disorders.

More than half (53%)  
of people incarcerated in state prisons 

and two-thirds (68%)  
of people incarcerated in local jails  

have substance use disorders 

- Center for Health and Justice at Treatment 
Alternatives for Safe Communities (TASC) 
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Juvenile Offenders
Although evidence is lacking, juveniles who commit 
offenses are another group of candidates for pre-arrest 
diversion programs. Instead of prematurely labeling youth 
as lifelong criminals, juvenile diversion programs seek 
to give young people fresh prospects by limiting their 
engagement with the criminal justice system.

Such programs also may help prevent overcrowding in 
juvenile detention facilities, connect youth with social 
services, increase youth compliance with probationary or 
restitution plans, free up bandwidth that police officers 
can devote to other enforcement activities, and reduce 
recidivism.

Although juvenile diversion programs are not universally 
successful, they can be effective if they’re implemented 
faithfully and consistently, according to the IACP/UC 
Research Center. Aggregated analyses of several different 
juvenile diversion program evaluations reveal that the 
outcomes of juvenile pre-arrest diversion are largely 
dependent on how those programs are implemented.30

30 Lipsey, Mark W. 2009. “The primary factors that characterize effective interventions with juvenile offenders: a meta-analytic overview.” Victim & 
Offenders, 4,2 (2009): 124-147. doi: 10.1080/15564880802612573.

31  Ibid.

Other Vulnerable Populations
To date, the vast majority of pre-arrest diversion programs 
have focused on the aforementioned populations— 
persons with mental health disorders, persons with 
substance use disorders, and juvenile offenders—because 
they may be the most amenable. The need is great 
and, although more research is needed to validate and 
standardize their efficacy, there are already templates 
available that law enforcement agencies can adopt  
and adapt.

However, police departments have opportunities to 
apply similar principles and strategies to other vulnerable 
populations for which arrest and incarceration may not 
be suitable. Persons experiencing homelessness, for 
example, are a logical target for pre-arrest diversion 
in many communities, where homelessness, substance 
use, and mental health disorders are often interrelated. 
If law enforcement agencies already are applying pre-
arrest diversion to two of the problems, it follows that 
they might also apply it to the third. In particular, a 2018 
meta-analysis of 43 intervention programs designed to 
reduce homelessness found moderate evidence in favor 
of case management programs—programs wherein clients 
are assigned to case managers who coordinate access to 
services—and “Housing First” programs, which provide 
housing to people experiencing homelessness irrespective 
of their sobriety.31

Similarly, potential candidates for future pre-arrest 
diversion programs might include other persons in crisis 
across a variety of situations and contexts. 
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Guidelines 
for Program 

Implementation
A review of law enforcement agencies 

that have successfully piloted pre-
arrest diversion programs reveals some 
common practices that may be helpful 
for departments that are considering 
implementing their own pre-arrest 
diversion programs. These guidelines are  
as follows:

 Î Establish clear objectives. Just as law enforcement 
officers cannot make arrests without probable cause, 
they should not engage in pre-arrest diversion 
without clarity of purpose. Such clarity is necessary 
not only for defining programs’ parameters, but 
also for establishing benchmarks against which law 
enforcement agencies can measure programs’ impact 
and assess programs’ efficacy.

 Î Advocate outcomes instead of outputs. What makes 
pre-arrest diversion conceptually powerful is that 
it drives impacts instead of activities. In order to 
realize their full potential, programs must therefore 
seek outcomes (e.g., reduced recidivism) instead of 
outputs (e.g., increased civil citations).

 Î Co-create with community partners. Pre-arrest 
diversion programs draw their power from police-
community partnerships. A critical step in establishing 
a pre-arrest diversion program is, therefore, 
organizing community stakeholders with whom 
law enforcement agencies can collaborate in order 
to deliver community-based services offered to 
offenders in lieu of arrest.

 Î Facilitate collaborative case management. Because 
it’s tailored to individuals instead of their crimes, pre-
arrest diversion at its best helps citizens overcome the 
mental, social, and economic circumstances on which 
their criminal behavior is predicated. With that in 
mind, coordination among agencies and stakeholders 
through collaborative case management is a defining 
feature of many pre-arrest diversion programs.

 Î Promote officer-clinician teaming. A multi-disciplinary 
approach is key to pre-arrest diversion. A favored 
approach in the co-responder model of officer-clinician 
teaming—wherein law enforcement officers work 
side-by-side with social workers, behavioral health 
professionals, or other community-based practitioners 
in order to identify and triage strong candidates for 
pre-arrest diversion at the tip of the spear.

 Î Empower officers. Front-line law enforcement 
officers have the power to arrest—or not. Their 
education and engagement are critical to the success 
of pre-arrest diversion. To earn the buy-in of front-
line police officers, agencies must focus equally on 
training (i.e., teaching officers what the benefits of 
pre-arrest diversion are and what makes individuals 
good candidates to be diverted), trust (i.e., giving 
officers the autonomy and discretion to decide when 
arrest is and is not appropriate), and time (i.e., setting 
expectations that results may take months or even 
years to manifest).

 Î Leverage Community Support. Community members 
aren’t just the objects of pre-arrest diversion 
programs. When law enforcement agencies leverage 
offenders’ peers and/or neighbors as stakeholders, 
those stakeholder can also become important actors 
within pre-arrest diversion programs.

 Î Emphasize evidence. Grounding pre-arrest 
diversion programs in evidence-based practices is 
an important way that law enforcement agencies 
can ensure quality, win over stakeholders, and drive 
results. Where empirical evidence does not yet 
exist, it’s incumbent on law enforcement agencies 
to create it by way of documenting practices and 
analyzing outcomes.
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Conclusion
Arrest is a useful and necessary option, but it’s not the only 

approach. Like surgery, arrest can be both appropriate 
and effective. Nonetheless, it is important for law enforcement 
practitioners to be familiar with all of the options that are now 
becoming available, and to develop the discretion and knowledge 
base that’s required in order to choose the right “treatment” at 
the right time.

Where implemented, law enforcement agencies have demonstrated that there is value 
in adding pre-arrest diversion to the intervention options from which officers choose 
their response. While more research is needed to evaluate the effectiveness of pre-
arrest diversion, its underlying intentions and theory are to address the causes of 
criminality instead of the effects, making pre-arrest diversion a promising option for law 
enforcement officers to leverage.

Empirical research can help by shedding light on how and when pre-arrest diversion 
should be applied, how much it costs, and what its benefits and limitations might be. 
While that research is still forthcoming, however, law enforcement agencies can and 
should pursue pre-arrest diversion programs where it makes financial, operational, and 
social sense to do so. In so doing, police agencies can help the profession further refine 
the utility of arrest and help pre-arrest diversion realize its full potential. 
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