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The criminalization hypothesi\' is based on the assumption that
police inappropriately use arrest to resolve encounters with mentally
disordered suspects. The current study uses data collected from two
large-scale, multi-site field studies of police behavior-the Project on
Policing Neighborhoods (POPN) conducted in 1996-1997 and the
Police Services Study (PSS) conducted in 1977-to examine the rela-
tionship between suspect mental health and use of a"est by police.
Multivariate results show that police are not more likely to arrest men-
tally disordered suspects. Implications for future research on the
criminalization hypothesis are discussed.

Contact with mentally disordered citizens has long been a part of police
work (Bittner, 1967a; Monkkonen. 1981). Prior to the 1960s, however.
such contact was limited because persons with mental disorders were
likely to be treated in "total institutions" that removed them from commu-
nities (Goffman, 1961). More recently, a number of large-scale policy
changes have converged to increase contact between police and mentally
disordered citizens. These include deinstitutionalization (i.e., the downsiz-
ing or closing of state and county psychiatric hospitals), more stringent
civil commitment criteria, and underfunded community-based treatment
programs (Skull, 1977; Teplin, 1983; Wachholz and Mullaly, 1993). As a
result of these policy shifts, two important changes have occurred. First,
individuals with mental disorders now reside in communities where psy-
chiatric care is provided-when available-by acute care community-
based mental health facilities (Silver, 2(xx). Second, the degree to which
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police are called on to handle situations involving mentally disordered citi-
zens has increased substantially (Bonovitz and Bonovitz, 1981; Menzies,
1987; Teplin and Pruett, 1992).

Simultaneously, changes in policing policies (e.g., aggressive order main-
tenance and community-oriented and problem-oriented policing) have led
to increases in police handling of minor disorders and incivilities (Gold-
stein, 1m; Skolnick and Bayley, 1986; Wilson and Kelling, 1982). Many
of these minor disorders and incivilities include calls to handle the bizarre
or disturbing behavior of mentally disordered citizens that others in the
community find unacceptable. A recent survey of a large metropolitan
police department found that 89% of officers had contact with mentally
disordered citizens in the previous year (LaGrange, 2000).

As noted by Teplin and Pruett (1992), two legal principles govern police
involvement with mentally disordered citizens: (1) police power, the duty
to protect the public by removing dangerous people from the community;
and (2) parens patrie, the duty to help citizens who are unable to help
themselves. The responsibility to protect the public requires that police
arrest suspects who commit felony offenses, regardless of the suspect's
mental condition. In contrast, parens patrie stipulates that police provide
assistance to citizens who are in need. Because the responsibility to pro-
tect the public is primary, parens patrie concerns are far more likely to
surface in situations in which a mentally disordered suspect is involved in a
less serious (i.e., misdemeanor) offense. According to Durham et aI.
(1984:581).

The manner in which the police resolve a disturbance caused by a
mentally ill individual rests heavily on the exigencies of the situation,
such as the person's behavior or degree of threat to self or others, and
the resources available to the officer, such as responsible family mem-
bers and accessible jails, mental health facilities, or detox centers.

Similarly, qualitative police research suggests that police officers per-
form a dual role as "law" officers and "peace" officers (Banton, 1964; Bitt-
ner, 1967b), the latter of which encompasses the handling of mentally
disordered citizens. While legal statutes and administrative policies typi-
cally guide officer decision making in "law enforcement" situations, officer
discretion is greater and more difficult to control in "order maintenance"
situations (Wilson, 1968). In order maintenance situations, the role of the
officer is to "handle the situation"-often through informal means. Bitt-
ner's (1967a) work confirms that officers typically rely on informal disposi-
tions to resolve order maintenance situations involving mentally
disordered persons, and that officers supplement or supplant legal require-
ments with their reading of the need for intervention (see also Mastrofski
et al., 2000). In short, the "quantity of law" (Black, 1976) that is applied in



POLICING MENTALLY DISORDERED SUSPEcrs 227

encounters with mentally disordered suspects depends, to a great extent,
on extralegal factors that vary across places and situations, and largely
depends on police discretion.

The term criminalization was coined by Abramson (1972) to character-
ize what he saw as a disproportionate number of mentally disordered mis-
demeanants entering the criminal justice system via arrest. Subsequent
uses of the term in the literature, however, vary greatly with some
researchers defining criminalization in terms of arrest, others requiring
prosecution, and still others requiring incarceration in jailor prison (for
review, see Steury, 1991). These differences reflect the fact that criminal-
ization may occur at several decision points in the system (Steadman et al.,
1984). Definitions also vary based on the seriousness of the offense. For
example, some scholars define criminalization as invoking the criminal jus-
tice system to handle any type of offense committed by mentally disor-
dered persons, whereas others limit the definition to include only
situations that involve a minor offense (Lamb and Weinberger, 1998).
Common to all of these definitions is the belief that "many uncared for
mentally ill persons may be arrested for minor acts that are, in fact, mani-
festations of their illness, their lack of treatment, and the lack of structure
in their lives" (Lamb and Weinberger, 1998:485). As such, the term
criminalization typically has a negative connotation, suggesting some form
of unfair punishment.

However, punishment need not be the primary justification for arresting
mentally disordered citizens. Indeed, law enforcement officers may be
more inclined to take mentally disordered persons to jail if they believe no
appropriate alternatives are available, a practice that has been referred to
as "mercy booking" (Lamb and Weinberger, 1998:488). Furthermore, sev-
eral scholars have noted the difficulty that officers often encounter when
trying to invoke the mental health system rather than the criminal justice
system (Matthews, 1970; Teplin, 1984; Whitmer, 1980). Officers often find
that mental health service providers will not treat suspects who appear
dangerous. In such circumstances, arrest often is the only humane alterna-
tive (Monahan et al., 1979; Whitmer, 1980).

EVIDENCE BEARING ON THE
CRIMINALIZATION HYPOTHESIS

The criminalization hypothesis is
research: (1) statistical descriptions
dered persons in prisons and jails; (2
of former mental patients; and (3)
rates of mentally disordered and

based primarily on three areas of
of the proportion of mentally disor-
) follow-up studies of the arrest rates
field research comparing the arrest
non-mentally disordered suspects.
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Numerous studies have found that persons with mental disorders are over-
represented in prisons and jails, with prevalence estimates ranging from
1.8% to 22.0%, depending on how mental disorder is defined and which
demographic groups are studied (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1999; Lamb
and Grant, 1982; Lamb and Weinberger, 1998; Palermo et al., 1991; Steury,
1991; Teplin, 1990; Wachholz and Mullaly, 1993; Whitmer, 1980). Further,
Palermo et al. (1991:103) reported statistically significant overlap between
mental hospital and jail populations over a 15-year period, leading them to
conclude that "there may be a two-way flow of people from prison to the
mental health system and back again, which indicates that many of the jail/
prison inmates may be inappropriately sentenced or held because they
have incapacitating mental illnesses" (but see Steadman et al., 1984).

A second source of evidence for the criminalization hypothesis comes
from follow-up studies of arrest rates among former patients. In her
review of arrest-rate studies, Rabkin (1979) observed that whereas investi-
gations conducted prior to 1965 did not find higher rates of arrests for
former patients, studies conducted after 1965 did. In addition, as noted by
Link et al. (1992), arrest-rate studies conducted after Rabkin's review con-
sistently find an increased risk of arrest associated with patient status.

Although suggestive, the disproportionate number of mentally disor-
dered inmates in prisons and jails does not imply necessarily that police
inapproprjately use arrest to handle mentally disordered cases; nor do
higher rates of arrest among former patient samples lead directly to this
conclusion. Before such a conclusion can be reached, it is necessary to
consider the formal and informal linkages that exist between the criminal
justice and mental health systems. Specifically, if the opportunity for
interagency service delivery is not available, then "criminalization " cannot
be attributed solely to inappropriate police behavior. According to Lamb
and Weinberger, "if social control through the mental health system is
impeded because of constraints such as fewer long-term state hospital
beds, community pressure will result in placement of some of these per-
sons in the criminal justice system" (1998:485). In short, police discretion-
ary behavior vis-a-vis the mentally ill is constrajned first and foremost by
the availability and receptivity of local mental health service agencies.

A third-and more direct-source of support for the criminalization
hypothesis comes largely from a series of studies, the most prominent of
which was published by Linda Teplin in 1984 comparing the rates of arrest
for mentally disordered and non-mentally disordered suspects. Using sys-
tematic observational data of patrol officers' encounters with 506 suspects
in Chicago (30 of whom were judged by observers to be mentally disor-
dered), Teplin found that the rate of arrest for mentally disordered sus-
pects was 46.7% compared with 27.9% for non-mentally disordered

I
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suspects. After disaggregating arrest rates by the seriousness of the inci-
dent, Teplin concluded, "within similar types of situations, persons exhibit-
ing signs of mental disorder have a higher probability of being arrested
than those who do not show such signs. Clearly the way we treat our men-
tally ill is criminal" (1984:798). This conclusion is widely cited by both
researchers and policy makers. It has been used to explain the overrepre-
sentation of mentally disordered persons in U.S. prisons and jails (Lamb
and Weinberger, 1998) and to justify the development of mental health-
law enforcement partnerships aimed at assisting police during mental
health calls (Borum et aI., 1998; Steadman et aI., 2<XX».

An important limitation of Teplin's core finding, however, is that it is
based on cross-tabulation analyses without statistical controls for legal fac-
tors and other variables known to influence police discretion (Riksheim
and Chermak, 1993). Thus, the degree to which the decision to arrest citi-
zens with mental disorders is explained by legal and extralegal characteris-
tics related to the encounter is not known. In addition, to our knowledge
no attempts have been made to replicate Teplin's core observation.1 Fur-
thermore, evidence challenging the criminalization hypothesis appears in
the literature. For example, Bonovitz and Bonovitz's study of arrests
among mentally disordered suspects involved in nondangerous incidents
did "not support the hypothesis that the noncommitable mentally ill are
being arrested and jailed as an expedient means of removing them from
the community" (1981:976). Similarly, Bittner's (1967a:279) work in this
area found that police generally were reluctant to take any official action
(including arrest) "on the basis of the assumption or allegation of mental
illness" and that officers often chose to resolve such encounters

informally.
In short, the robustness of Teplin's (1984) finding that police dispropor-

tionately use arrest to resolve encounters with mentally disordered sus-
pects remains an open question. The purpose of the current study is to
examine this question using data from two large-scale, multisite field stud-
ies of police behavior-the Project on Policing Neighborhoods (POPN)
conducted in 1996-1997 (Parks et al., 1999) and the Police Services Study
(PSS) conducted in 1977 (Whitaker, 1982). The size and richness of the

1. The one study that attempted to do so-using Teplin's own data-could not
(Kalinicb and Senese, 1987). The reason for this failure to replicate is that Kalinich and
Sensese (1987) inappropriately studied the likelihood of arrest among citizens, not sus-
pects. Specifically, they selected from Teplin's data 1,629 citizens "identified as being
involved in situations or exhibiting behaviors that would require intervention by the
police officers," which included traffic and service police-citizens encounters that had
been eliminated appropriately by Teplin. In contrast, Teplin's work was based on 506
suspects (i.e., individuals for whom arrest was a realistic possibility). Therefore, it is not
surprising that Kalinich and Senese were unable to replicate Teplin's results.
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POPN and PSS data sets offer a unique opportunity to reexamine the
criminalization hypothesis at two different periods in time and with appro-
priate statistical controls. We follow Teplin (1984) in defining criminaliza-
tion in terms of the decision by police to arrest mentally disordered
suspects involved in both serious and minor offenses. We focus on the
decision to arrest because arrest is the primary point of entry into the
criminal justice system; we focus on situations varying in seriousness to
enable direct comparisons with earlier work.

I
DATA SOURCES

THE PROJECf ON POLICING NEIGHBORHOODS (POPN)-
1996-1997

POPN data were gathered using systematic observations of patrol
officers and field supervisors (i.e., sergeants and lieutenants) during the
summer of 1996 in the Indianapolis, Indiana, Police Department (IPD)
and during the summer of 1997 in the St. Petersburg, Florida, Police
Department (SPPD). Trained observers accompanied officers during their
entire work shifts and unobtrusively recorded brief field notes describing
police-citizen encounters and other activities in which officers engaged.2
Based on these field notes, observers prepared narrative accounts of the
events they observed and coded data items about the police-citizen
encounters and other activities of officers (see Parks et al., 1999).3

Over 5,700 hours of field observations were conducted in 24 neighbor-
hoods across the two sites. The selection of neighborhoods was biased
intentionally toward patrol areas that were expected to yield higher than
average levels of police activity. These areas were marked by higher levels
of social and economic distress than was the city overall (Parks et al.,
1999:492). In addition, busier days and times (i.e., evening shifts and shifts
on Thursdays through Sundays) were oversampled to increase the number
of observed encounters with the public (Parks et al., 1999:493). In IPD,

- - - -
2. Field observers were graduate students and honors undergraduates who were

trained in systematic observation of police over the course of a semester, and who con-
ducted on-site orientation rides (Mastrofski et al., 2<XX>;320). Observers were
"instructed to minimize their involvement in police work. . .and to refrain from expres-
sing views about police work in general or what they observed on the ride" (Parks et al.,
1.999:495).

3. Observational data have been criticized for susceptibility to reactivity bias.
That is, observed officers may alter their normal patterns of behavior to more closely
conform to what is socially desirable. Although few efforts have been made to assess
the degree of reactivity bias in observational data, most studies suggest that the validity
of observational data is, in general, high (see Mastrofski and Parks, 1990). In addition,
the effects of situational variables on officer behavior, including the use of force, do not
appear to be influenced by reactivity bias (Reiss, 1968a, 1968b, 1971; Worden, 1989).
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194 patrol officers were observed during 336 shifts; in SPPD, 128 officers
were observed during 360 shifts (Mastrofski et al., 2000; Parks et al., 1999).

Data for the analyses reported here include all non traffic suspects not
wanted by police for prior criminal activity who were involved in "signifi-
cant" encounters with patrol officers (N = 1,849). Twelve suspects with
missing data on one or more variables were excluded from the analyses. A
"significant" non traffic encounter consisted of one of the following: (1)
any communication between officer and citizen that lasted more than one
minute; (2) use of physical force by officer or citizen; or (3) three or more
verbal exchanges between officer and citizen (Mastrofski et aI., 1998).
Encounters described as "significant" ranged in length from a minute to
several hours. Brief encounters (i.e., those that involved less than three
verbal exchanges or lasted less than one minute in duration) and casual
encounters (i.e., encounters that did not involve police business or a prob-
lem presented to police) were excluded from these analyses. Citizens were
coded as suspects if they were identified by an observer as peace disturb-
ers, wrongdoers, or the targets of a third-party complaint (Mastrofski et
al., 1998).

In order to examine the criminalization hypothesis within the context of
less serious offenses, we conducted a second set of analyses on a subset of
these suspects: 1,578 suspects involved in misdemeanor offenses (85.3% of
the original sample). For each encounter, the observer recorded up to two
codes selected from a list of 264 problem codes to characterize the nature
of the problem at each of three times: as it was initially presented to police
(usually by a dispatcher), upon the officer's arrival at the scene, and at the
end of the encounter. The classification of problems as misdemeanor
offenses was based on observers' characterization of problems at the con-
clusion of the encounter, which represents the most complete and accurate
information available. Misdemeanor offenses included public disorders,
victimless crimes, and minor-to-moderate property crimes.

POPN SITE DESCRIPTIONS

The IPD serves the city of Indianapolis, with an estimated population of
377,723 in 1995. At that time, the city consisted of 39% minorities, 8%
unemployed, 9% below the poverty line, and 17% female-headed house-
holds with children. The VCR Index crime rate in 1996 was 100 per 1,000
residents. During that year, the department employed 1,013 sworn
officers, 17% of whom were female, 21 % of whom were minorities, and
36% of whom had a four-year college degree. The patrol division was
divided geographically into four districts, all of which were studied (for
details, see Mastrofski et al., 2000; Parks et al., 1999).

According to a sergeant in the investigations division with whom we
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spoke by phone, no official IPD policy was in place for handling persons
with mental disorders who broke the law during the time of POPN data
collection. In general, when the law was violated, officers were directed to
take the mentally disordered person into custody (i.e., make an arrest).
The person was then transported to a hospital with a secured, lock-up
facility and an around-the-clock mental health team. After treatment, the
person would face whatever charge was assigned when he or she was taken
into custody. In cases of minor disturbances, the charge usually was "tres-
pass." Officers also were allowed to take custody of a person with a
mental disorder if they believed he or she posed a clear danger to himself
or herself or to others. In such cases, officers invoked "immediate emer-
gency detention" using the same procedures described above, except that
no arrest was made. Therefore, the informal IPD policy for handling a
mentally disordered person was to make an arrest if a law was broken, and
to use immediate emergency detention if the person was believed to be in
need of help but did not break the law. In either scenario, the individual
initially was taken to the hospital. Although numerous hospitals and
intake facilities operated in Indianapolis, the police generally used the
county hospital, where a long-standing cooperative relationship was in
place.

St. Petersburg, Florida (population of 240,318 in 1995) is located at the
southern tip of Pinellas County. In 1995, the city consisted of 24% minori-
ties, 5% unemployed, 6% below the poverty line, and 10% female-headed
households with children (Parks et al., 1999). The VCR Index crime rate
(per 1 ,(xx) residents) was 99 in 1996. During that year, the SPPD had 505
sworn officers, 13% of whom were women, 22% of whom were minorities,
and 26% of whom had a four-year college degree (for details, see Mastrof-
ski et al., 2(XX); Parks et al., 1999).

Although currently in place, innovative policies and practices for polic-
ing persons with mental disorder were not implemented by SPPD until
after POPN data collection was completed. Prior to 1998, SPPD officers
received a minimum amount of training in the handling of persons with
mental disorder, primarily as part of the required police academy curricu-
lum. At the time of observation, state law under the Baker Act required
that police take into custody mentally disordered persons who posed a
danger to themselves or to others for the purpose of treatment. Such indi-
viduals were brought to one of three hospitals, depending on their age and
military status. In addition to emergency treatment facilities, a number of
Assisted Living Facilities operated in the city to provide community-based
mental health treatment. If a person with a mental disorder broke the law,
officers were instructed to make an arrest. The suspect was then taken
into custody and transported to a jail facility, where he or she would
receive mental health services. According to an SPPD administrator that
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we spoke to by phone, officers viewed the psychiatric emergency intake
facilities as reluctant to admit mentally disordered citizens because intake
staff frequently did not believe that the dangerousness standard stipulated
by the Baker Act applied.

POLICE SERVICES STUDY (PSS)-l977

The PSS data were gathered in 1977 in 24 police departments in three
metropolitan areas (Rochester, New York; St. Louis, Missouri; and
Tampa/St. Petersburg, Florida). These departments ranged in size from 13
sworn officers to over 2,000 and served municipalities with populations
that ranged from 6,000 to 499,000. Although not a random sample, the
PSS represented a rough cross section of police organizations and service
conditions in urban areas in the United States. Similar to POPN, the PSS
data were gathered via systematic observations of patrol officers in 60
neighborhoods with an overs ample of busy shifts to observe higher levels
of police activity (for details, see Caldwell, 1978; Parks et al., 1999; Reiss,
1971). Trained observers accompanied officers on 15 shifts in beats
matched on neighborhood characteristics, and recorded information about
police-citizen encounters, including the characteristics and actions of both
citizens and officers.

Data on 5,688 police-citizen encounters were coded during more than
900 shifts using a standardized instrument (Caldwell, 1978). We selected a
subset of PSS cases: 1,392 non traffic suspects not wanted by police for a
previous offense and who were engaged in a significant encounter with
patrol officers. Twenty-six suspects with missing data on one or more vari-
ables were excluded from the analyses. The criteria for a "significant"
encounter are similar to those used for POPN data (i.e., three or more
verbal exchanges, communication lasting more than one minute, or use of
force by citizen or police). Citizens were coded as suspects if at the end of
the encounter with police, they were considered "suspect in a criminal
matter or a peace disturber," or the "person was complained about in a
civil matter." Thus, both the PSS and POPN data examined here consist
of citizens identified as suspects in significant, nontraffic encounters with
police. These data are directly comparable to those studied by Teplin
(1984).

As with the POPN data, a second set of analyses examines a subset of
these suspects: 1,289 suspects involved in only misdemeanor offenses
(92.6% of the original sample). For each encounter, the observer recorded
at least one and up to three codes selected from a list of 247 problem
codes to characterize the nature of the problem at each of three times: as it
was initially presented to police (usually by a dispatcher), upon the
officer's arrival at the scene, and at the end of the encounter. Again, the
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classification of a problem as a misdemeanor offense was based on observ-
ers' characterization of problems at the end of the encounter.

Unfortunately, we know very little about the formal policies guiding
police decision making toward mentally disordered persons in these 24
departments in the late 1970s. However, police research from this time
period suggests that officers had a wide range of discretion and that few
formal policies were in place to guide their decisions (Bittner, 1970; Whit-
aker, 1982; Wilson, 1968). Similarly, research during this time on the
impact of deinstitutionalization on the criminal justice system also suggests
that few formal policies existed to guide police discretion (Steadman and
Morrissey, 1987).

MEASURES
ARREST

Similar to Teplin (1984), our study focuses on the decision to arrest. In
both the POPN and PSS studies, arrest is defined as taking a citizen into
custody for the purpose of charging the citizen with a criminal offense and
could occur either at the scene of the encounter or at the police station.
Of the 1,847 POPN nontraffic suspects, 17.80;0 were arrested. Of the 1,392
PSS nontraffic suspects, 13.1 % were arrested.

MENTAL DISORDER

Mental disorder was recorded initially in both the POPN and PSS stud-
ies based on field observers' perceptions. POPN observers were
instructed to code suspects as mentally disordered if they appeared unable
to "perceive situations as a reasonable person would or to control their
emotions and actions." In addition, there needed to be "some indication
that it is a chronic (continuing) condition, not one arising from the imme-
diate circumstances (e.g., anger or frustration arising from a personal con-
flict)." Similarly, PSS observers were instructed to code whether the
citizen "exhibited any evidence of mental disorder." These measures tap
into what may be considered "typical" beliefs about mental disorder. Such
beliefs are conditioned by cultural norms in American society and there-
fore are likely to be held by field observers and officers alike. As Bittner
(1967a:280) notes, "the views and knowledge of the police about mental
illness are in close agreement with the views and knowledge of the public
in general." Similarly, Mastrofski et al. (2(xx):326) argue that police "must
nearly always rely on limited information to make judgments about need,
using readily observable characteristics to classify people." Thus, although
lacking in diagnostic precision, these measures of mental disorder are
believed to reflect the type of on-the-spot assessment that officers typically
must make.
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The correspondence between observers' and officers' perceptions of
mental disorder was directly examined with the POPN data, where in
addition to coding suspects as mentally disordered (as described above),
observers also wrote a detailed narrative of each police-citizen encounter.
These narratives incorporated additional information obtained from
"debriefing" the officers immediately after they concluded encounters
with citizens, including officers' assessments of the suspect's mental condi-
tion (Mastrofski and Parks, 1990). We used the POPN narratives to check
the validity of the coded measure of mental disorder described above. For
the few cases (N = 9) in which field observers' coding of mental disorder
could not be validated in the narrative account, a coding of not mentally
disordered was used. These cases included two suspects who were men-
tally retarded but had been incorrectly coded as mentally disordered and
seven suspects who had been coded as mentally disordered but showed no
evidence of disorder based on the POPN narratives. In all seven cases, the
suspect appeared to be a chronic alcoholic with strong behavioral indica-
tions of intoxication, but did not exhibit behavioral symptoms indicative of
mental disorder. Nonetheless, whether we coded these cases as mentally
disordered or not, our results did not change.

In addition, we examined the narratives for positive indications of
officers' perceptions of the suspect's mental status. For 87.2% of the men-
tally disordered suspects (68 out of 78), the officers clearly indicated that
the suspect was mentally disordered. Officers described the citizens in
these encounters as "mental," "just nuts," "crazy," "completely loony," or
behaving as the result of "a full moon." In two cases in which observers
had coded a citizen as mentally disordered, however, officers indicated
during the debriefing that they did not believe the suspect was mentally
disordered. For example, when asked why he did not take a citizen acting
in an erratic, aggressive, and at times incoherent manner to a psychiatric
facility, one officer reported informally that "the citizen wasn't crazy, he
was just an asshole" (narrative from the Project on Policing Neighbor-
hoods). We coded these two cases as non-mentally disordered. Finally,
for eight of the encounters with mentally disordered suspects (10.3%), the
narrative did not provide any information regarding the officers' percep-
tion of the suspects' mental status. Thus, to ensure that our measure of
mental disorder reflects officers' perceptions only, these suspects were
recoded as non-mentally disordered. Here again, we obtained similar
results to those reported below when we include these eight suspects in the
analyses as mentally disordered. Using these procedures, 3.6% of POPN
non traffic suspects (66 suspects) were perceived by police as mentally
disordered.

Unfortunately, we were unable to ascertain officers' perceptions of
mental disorder in the PSS data because observers did not consistently

-



236 ENGEL AND SILVER

write detailed narratives, nor were officers debriefed. We have no reason
to believe, however, that the correspondence between officers' and
observers' perceptions in the PSS data would be different from that found
in the POPN data. Using observers' perceptions, 2.7% of nontraffic sus-
pects in the PSS data (37 suspects) were coded as mentally disordered.

Note that the percentages of mentally disordered suspects encountered
by police in both the POPN and PSS studies (3.6 and 2.7, respectively) are
lower than the 5.9% reported by Teplin (1984). This difference most likely
is due to differences between the studies in the coding of mental disorder.
Specifically, Teplin had clinically trained fieldworkers use a standardized
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM)-based checklist to measure
mental disorder, a procedure that led her to count as mentally disordered
many citizens whom police did not view as such. As Teplin (1984)
explains, "in all cases, the discrepancy between officer and fieldworker
was one of underidentification by the officer; that is, the officer failed to
identify a person as mentally disordered who was so labeled by the
fieldworker. Of the 30 suspects defined as being mentally disordered by
the fieldworker, only 15 (one-half) were detected by the officer" (Teplin,
1984:799). This is an important point because a key mediating variable in
the crirninalization hypothesis is officers' perceptions of mental disorder,
regardless of whether mental disorder is present in a clinical sense. If the
goal is to understand officers' decision making, then officers' perceptions
of mental disorder are more relevant than are classifications based on
clinical criteria. Therefore, an advantage of the current study is that
mental disorder was measured using officers' perspections, and in the case
of PSS, field observers' perceptions-both of which were found to be
highly consistent based on the POPN data.

i

SITUATIONAL, SUSPECf, AND LEGAL VARIABLES
We know of no prior studies of the relationship between mental disor-

der and arrest that have taken into account control variables known to
affect police decision making. Yet, recent research suggests that persons
with mental disorders are more likely than others to engage in dangerous
or violent behavior (Link et al., 1992; Swanson et al., 1990), particularly
when under the influence of drugs or alcohol (Steadman et al., 1.998).
Without controlling for these and other factors, we cannot rule out the
possibility that higher arrest rates for mentally disordered suspects are due
to factors exhibited during encounters with police that increase the risk of
arrest for all citizens, regardless of mental disorder. Direct evidence for
the criminalization hypothesis requires a main effect of mental disorder on
arrest, net of other relevant characteristics of the encounter.

Research on police encounters with non-mentally disordered suspects
finds that some characteristics (particularly intoxication and suspect
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demeanor) significantly influence police behavior (Engel et al., 2000; Rik-
sheim and Chermak, 1993). In the analyses that follow, suspect character-
istics, including sex, race, age, homelessness, alcohol and drug use,
disrespect, and noncompliance were measured. Suspect race was coded as
white or nonwhite; suspect age was coded as juvenile (i.e., under 18) or
adult; suspect socioeconomic status was measured with a crude indicator
of apparent homelessness4; and alcohol or drug use by suspects was mea-
sured based on observable evidence of substance-induced behavior. Sus-
pect demeanor was measured using two dichotomous measures: one based
on observers' characterizations of suspect disrespect toward officers prior
to arrest and one based on suspect noncompliance (i.e., refusing to comply
with officer requests or commands) (Worden and Shepard, 1996; Worden
et al., 1996).

Previous police research also shows that the characteristics of the situa-
tion (i.e., the relationship between the victim and the suspect, the prefer-
ence of the victim, and the presence of bystanders) influence police
behavior (Mastrofski et al., 2000; Riksheim and Chermak, 1993; Smith and
Visher, 1981; Worden, 1989). In the analyses that follow, we measure the
relationship between the suspect and the victim using two dichotomous
variables: one indicating whether the victim knew the suspect and one for
whether the victim and suspect were strangers (the excluded category
includes encounters in which no victim was present). In addition, we
include dichotomous measures indicating whether the suspect was known
to the police officer(s) prior to the encounter, whether the victim(s)
requested that police take official action (i.e., arrest) (Mastrofski et al.,
2000), whether the encounter was proactive (i.e., initiated by the officer)
or reactive (dispatched or otherwise citizen-initiated), and whether the
location of the encounter was public or private. Finally, the number of
bystanders (those citizens who were present but did not participate in the
encounter) was measured as a count variable.

Based on Klinger's (1994) argument about "interaction-phase crime,"
two dichotomous variables were measured: suspect threat or assault of
another citizen during the encounter and threat or assault of a police
officer during the encounter. Several legal variables, including evidence of
disorderly or illegal conduct, the presence of a weapon, and the serious-
ness of the offense, also were included. Following Mastrofski et al.
(2000:324-325), evidence of criminal behavior is measured as an additive
index, in which different point values were assigned based on the strength
of the evidence. If the police observed the suspect engaging in an illegal

4. Persons were classified as apparently homeless if they appeared "not to have a
domicile that can shelter them from the elements" or appeared to be without "regular
food. shelter. or clothing."
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act (or had circumstantial evidence of an illegal act), three points were
assigned. Likewise, two points were assigned if the citizen gave the officer
a full confession and one point was assigned if the officer was given a
partial confession, observed physical evidence implicating the citizen, or
heard testimony from other citizens implicating the citizen. The scores
were summed for each citizen and ranged from zero to seven. The pres-
ence of a weapon was measured based on whether suspects had a weapon
in their possession or within a "jump and reach" distance. Finally, follow-
ing Klinger (1994), a five-point ordinal scale was used to measure the seri-
ousness of the "pre-intervention crime," where 0 = no crime or disorder,
1 = public disorders and victimless crimes, 2 = minor property crime and
other misdemeanors, 3 = major property crime and minor violence, and
4 = major violent crime.

Because the POPN project borrowed heavily from observation instru-
ments created for the PSS project, many of the measures contained in the
two data sets are comparable. Three differences in measures are noted.
First, the relationship between the victim and suspect in the POPN data
measures whether the victim and suspect were "well acquainted," whereas
the PSS data measures whether the suspect and victim knew one another.
Second, suspect noncompliance measured with the POPN data includes
suspects' refusals to comply with officer requests or commands (e.g.,
police requests to leave another person alone or leave the premises, to
cease disorderly or illegal behavior, or to control the person or animal
responsible for the problem). In contrast, the PSS measure of suspect
noncompliance includes passive resistance to officers' authority (i.e., refus-
ing to answer questions or refusing to otherwise cooperate with officers'
requests), and verbal resistance (i.e., more active forms of noncompliance,
such as arguing with or cursing at an officer). This difference in measure-
ment accounts for the significantly larger percentage of PSS suspects
(14%) compared with POPN suspects (1.7%) coded as noncompliant.
Finally, two variables gathered by POPN were not measured by PSS and,
therefore, are not included in the PSS analyses: observer characterization
of the suspect as homeless and evidence of disorderly or illegal conduct.

RESULTS
BIVARIATE ANALYSES OF POPN DATA

We begin our analysis with bivariate comparisons of the rates of arrests
and characteristics of mentally disordered and non-mentally disordered
suspects in the POPN and PSS data (Tables 1 and 2, respectively). As
shown, in Table 1, officers in the 1996-1997 POPN study were significantly
less likely to arrest mentally disordered citizens compared with non-men-
tally disordered citizens (7.6% versus 18.2%, chi-square = 4.89; P = .031).
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Table 1. POPN (1996-1997) Sample Characteristics

Mentally Non-mentally
Disordered Disordered

All Suspects Suspects Suspects
(N = 1,849) (N = 66) (N = 1,783)

.178 (.383) .076 (.267)** .182 (.386)

Variables

.037 (.186)

.757 (.429)

.381 (.486)

.300 (.459)

.056 (.229)

.196 (.397)

.636 t

.6061

.0761

.182 t

.3031

.762

.373,

.309 I

.051,

.192 I

.185 (.388)
,017 (.128)

.303 (.463)**

.030 (.173)
.181 (385)
.016 (.127)

.149 (.356) .273 (.449)** .144 (351)

.027 (.161)

.185 (.388)

.033 (.179)

.493 (.500)

.889 (.314)
4.39 (5.67)

.061 (.240)

.197 (.401)

.030 (.173)

.227 (.422)***

.742 (.441)***
3.23 (3.02)

.025 (.157)

.185 (.388)

.033 (.179)

.503 (.500)

.895 (.307)
4.44 (5.74)

.029 (.167) .061 (.240) .027 (.164)

Officer Action Arrest

Suspect Characteristics
Mentally disordered
Male
White
Juvenile
Suspect appears homeless
Under influence of alcohol or

drugs
Disrespectful toward officer
Suspect noncompliant

Situational Characteristics
Victim and suspect well

acquainted
Victim and suspect strangers
Suspect known to police
Victim requests arrest
Police initiate encounter
Public location
Number of bystanders

(range = 0-30)

Legal Variables
Suspect fights with other

citizen
Suspect attacks officer
Evidence of disorderly /

illegal conduct
Weapon present
Seriousness of offense

(range = 0-4)

.013 (.113)
1.99 (2.13)

.015 (.123)
1.88 (2.24)

.013 (.113)
1.20 (2.12)

.091 (.2~)*

.788 (.937)***
.035 (.183)

1.35 (1.02)

NOTE: Entries are variable means (or proportions, for dichotomous variables);
standard deviations are in parentheses. Asterisks identify statistically signi-
ficant chi-square associations.

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.

In addition, mentally disordered suspects were significantly more likely to
be female (chi-square = 5.43; p = .027), white (chi-square = 14.66; p <
.001), older (chi-square = 16.41; p < .001), homeless or in chronic poverty

(.485)*
(.492)***
(.267)***
(.389)***
[.463)*

( .426)
(.484)
(.462)
(.220)
(.394)

.037 (.188)
1.33 (1.03)
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(chi-square = 20.69; p < .001), intoxicated (chi-square = 4.94; p = .039), and
disrespectful toward officers (chi-square = 6.33; p = .016). In terms of situ-
ational variables, Table 1 shows that mentally disordered suspects were
significantly more likely to be involved in incidents with victims who were
known to them (chi-square = 8.31; p = .007), were significantly more likely
to be involved in encounters that were citizen-initiated (chi-square = 19.37;
p < .001), and were more likely to have occured in a private location (chi-
square = 14.94; p < .001).

We also found two statistically significant differences in legal variables:
Mentally disordered suspects were more likely to have possessed a
weapon (chi-square = 5.66; p = .032) and were more often involved in
offenses that were less serious than were offenses committed by non-men-
tally disordered suspects (chi-square = 37.18; df = 4; p < .001). Whereas
6% of mentally disordered suspects were involved in felony offenses, 15%
of non-mentally disordered suspects were involved in such offenses.

IBIVARIATE ANALYSES OF PSS

Table 2 provides descriptive data on mentally disordered and non-men-
tally disordered suspects in the PSS data. Unlike POPN data, a larger
percentage of mentally disordered suspects were arrested (16.2%) com-
pared with non-mentally disordered suspects (13.0%), although the differ-
ence was not statistically significant (chi-square = 0.33; p = .352). Other
general trends regarding the characteristics of mentally disordered sus-
pects, however, are similar across data sets. Mentally disordered suspects
encountered by police in 1977 were significantly more likely to be female
(chi-square = 3.83; p = .068), white (chi-square = 3.11; p = .095), older (chi-
square = 5.02; p = .024), under the influence of drugs or alcohol (chi-
square = 13.46; p < .001), characterized by observers as disrespectful
toward police (chi-square = 4.69; p = .040), and noncompliant or verbally
resistant (chi-square = 10.58; p = .003).

Compared with encounters with non-mentally disordered suspects,
encounters with mentally disordered suspects were more likely to be citi-
zen initiated (chi-square = 5.47; p = .026). Mentally disordered suspects
were somewhat more likely to threaten or assault an officer and have
access to a weapon (chi-square = 5.04; p = .081; chi-square = 4.20; p = .064,

respectively). Unlike POPN data, PSS results show that mentally disor-
dered suspects committed offenses that were more serious than those com-
mitted by non-mentally disordered suspects; 13.5% of mentally disordered
suspects were involved in felony offenses, compared with 7.3% of non-
mentally disordered suspects (chi-square = 41.73; df = 4; p < .001).
Involvement in more serious offenses by PSS mentally disordered suspects
may account for their higher arrest rate compared with mentally disor-
dered suspects in the POPN data.



POLICING MENTALLY DISORDERED SUSPECTS 241

Table 2. PSS (1977) Sample Characteristics

Mentally
Disordered

Suspects
-(!:I = 37)

Non-mentally
Disordered

Suspects
(N = 1,355)

Officer Action Arrest .162 (.374) .130 (.336)

Suspect Characteristics
Mentally disordered .027 (.161) - -
Male .780 (.414) .649 (.484) .
White .533 (.499) .676 (.475) .
Juvenile .269 (.444) .108 (.315)* .
Under influence of alcohol or .111 (.314) .297 (.463)***

drugs
Disrespectful toward officer .089 (.285) .189 (.397)*
Suspect noncompliant / .141 (.348) .324 (.475)** .

verbally resistant

Situational Characteristics
Victim knows suspect .300 (.460) .350 (.480)
Victim and suspect strangers .081 (.270) .160 (.370)
Suspect known to police .186 (.389) .297 (.463)
Victim requests arrest .110 (.310) .140 (.350)
Police initiate encounter .402 (.491) .216 (.417)*
Public location .657 (.475) .622 (.492)
Number of bystanders 3.58 (6.37) 7.03 (9.42)

(range = 0-30)

Legal Variables
Suspect fights with other .017 (.130) .054 (.229)

citizen
Suspect attacks officer .013 (.113) .054 (.229)
Weapon present .042 (.200) .108 (.315)
Seriousness of offense 1.22 (1.02) 1.57 (109)***

(range = 0-4)

NOTE: Entries are variable means (or proportions, for dichotomous variables);
standard deviations are in parentheses. Asterisks identify statistically signi-
ficant chi-square associations.

* p < .05; ** p < .01.; *** p < .001.

All Suspects
(N = 1,392)

.131 (.337)

Variables

784 (.412)

529(.499)
274 (.446)
106 (.307)

086 (.281)
136 (.343)

.300

.079

.183

.110

.407

.658
3.49 (

016 (.126)

.012 (.108)

.040 (.196)

1.21 (1.02)

Descriptive analyses of both POPN and PSS data show that encounters
with mentally disordered suspects differ from encounters with other sus-
pects based on individual, situational, and legal characteristics. As a
result, one would expect variation in police responses. Yet, we find little
support for the criminalization hypothesis. Whereas the 1977 PSS data
show higher arrest rates for mentally disordered suspects, the result is not

.460)

(.270)
(.387)
(.310)
(.492)
(.475)
6.24)
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statistically significant, and whereas the 1996-1997 POPN data show a sta-
tistically significant relationship between mental status and arrest, the
result is in the opposite direction predicted by the criminalization hypothe-
sis. More rigorous testing of the criminalization hypothesis is provided in
the multivariate analyses below.

MULllVARIATE RESULTS

We estimate multivariate equations using logistic regression.5 Table 3
reports the unstandardized logistic regression coefficients and the odds
ratios predicting arrest for POPN suspects involved in encounters with
police (N = 1,849) and those involved in only misdemeanor offenses (N =
1,578). As shown in Model A of Table 3, the lower probability of arrest
for mentally disordered suspects observed in Table 1 remains after con-
trolling for the other relevant measures. Contrary to the criminalization
hypothesis, the odds ratio associated with mental disorder was .35, which
means that the odds of being arrested for mentally disordered suspects
were reduced by a factor of 2.9 (1/.35) compared with non mentally disor-
dered suspects. The likelihood of arrest was also significantly higher for
nontraffic suspects who were male, under the influence of alcohol or
drugs, disrespectful toward officers, noncompliant with officers' requests,
known to police, in the presence of a victim who requests an arrest, fought
with another citizen, attacked the officer, had evidence of wrongdoing,
were in possession of a weapon, or involved in a more serious offense.

Model B of Table 3 indicates that many of the significant predictors
listed above also significantly predicted arrest for misdemeanor suspects.
Most important, however, is that compared with non-mentally disordered
suspects, mentally disordered suspects involved in less serious offenses
were significantly less likely to be arrested (odds ratio = .34; P < .05). That
is, the odds of arrest were reduced by a factor of 2.9 (1/.34).

Table 4 shows the same analyses for the 1977 PSS data. As shown in
both Model A (all suspects, N = 1,392) and Model B (misdemeanor sus-
pects, N = 1,328), suspects' mental status was not significantly related to
arrest. Furthermore, it is important to note that the sign of this variable is
negative, consistent with the finding observed in the POPN data (Table 3,
Model A). Clearly, this finding does not support the criminalization
hypothesis. Several other variables were found to increase the risk of
arrest among PSS suspects. These include suspect characteristics (intoxi-
cation and noncompliance or verbal resistance toward officers), encounter
characteristics (relationship between suspect and victim, suspect known to
police, victim request for arrest, and citizen initiated), and legal character-
istics (presence of a weapon and seriousness of the offense).
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Table 3. Logistic Regression Predicting Arrest: POPN
(1996-1997) Data

-
Model A Model B

All Misdemeanor
Suspects suspects

yariables (N = 1,849) (N = 1,518)

Mentally Disordered -1.05* -1.09*
(.35) (.34)

Male .42* .30
(1.52) (1.35)

White -.29 -.36*
(.15) (.10)

Juvenile .02 .10
(1.02) (1.11)

Suspect Appears Homeless -.29 -.21
(.15) (.81)

Under Influence of Alcohol or Drugs .81**- .16-.-
(226) (2.14)

Disrespectful Toward Officer .53.. .5~.
(1.69) (1.11)

Suspect Noncompliant .94* .14
(2.55) (2.10)

Victim and Suspect Well Acquainted -.22 -.41

(.80) (.66)
Victim and Suspect Strangers -.59 -.43

(.56) (.65)
Suspect Known to Police .38* .43-

(1.46) (1.54)
Victim Requests Arrest .96*- .99*

(2.62) (2.68)
Police Initiate Encounter -.22 -.27

(.~) (.16)
Public Location .03 -.46

(1.03) (.63)
Number of Bystanders .02 .OS'.

(1.02) (l.OS)
Suspect Fights with Other Citizen .19* 1.01*

(2.21) (2.16)
Suspect Attacks Officer 1.80*-. 1.18*-

(6.02) (5.95)
Evidence of Disorderly/Illegal Conduct .40*** .38...

(1.50) (1.46)
Weapon Present .49 .84-.

(1.63) (2.31)
Seriousness of Offense .45 (1.51)

Constant -3.98-.. -2.91*..
Model Chi-Square (df) 410.15 (20)..* 256.69 (19)..-
Nagelkerke (pseudo) R2 .33 .26

NOTE: Entries are unstandardized coefficients; o'dds ratios are in parentheses.. p < .05; .* p < .01; *.. p < .001.
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Table 4. Logistic Regression Predicting Arrest: PSS (1977)
Data

Model A
All

Suspects
(N = 1,392)

Model B
Misdemeanor

Suspects
(N = 1,289)

I -.62 -.26

(.54) (.77)
Male .33.34

(1.39) (1.41)
White -.33-.25

(.72) (.78)
Juvenile -.01 .19

(.99) (1.21)
Under Influence of Alcohol or Drugs 1.11... 1.22...

(3.04) (3.38)
Disrespectful Toward Officers -.16 -.17

(.85) (.84)
Suspect Noncompliant/Verbally Resistant 1.45... 1.64...

(4.28) (5.16)
Victim Knows Suspect -1.08**. -1.03*..

(.34) (.36)
Victim and Suspect Strangers -.47 -.27

(.63) (.76)
Suspect Known to Police .46. .59..

(1.58) (1.lK)
Victim Requests Arrest 2.03..* 2.18...

(7.62) (8.87)
Police Initiate Encounter -.33 -.39

(.72) (.68)
Public Location .30.27

(1.35) (1.32)
Number of Bystanders .03.. .04..

(1.03) (1.04)
Suspect Fights with Other Citizen -.61 -.81

(.55) (.44)
Suspect Attacks Officer 1.03 .61

(2.lK) (1.84)
Weapon Present .82. .63.

(2.27) (1.84)
Seriousness of Offense .34'..-

(1.41)
Constant -3.36... -3.26...
Model Chi-Square (d.f) 240.45 (18)... 188.53 (17)."
Nagelkerke (pseudo) ~ .29 .27

NOTE: Entries are unstandardized coefficients; odds ratios are in parentheses.
* p < .05; .. p < .01; ... p < .001.

Variables

Mentally Disordered

~



POLICING MENTALLY DISORDERED SUSPECTS 245

DISCUSSION

Our study of police behavior using two large-scale, multisite observa-
tional data sets, one from 1977 and one from 1996-1997, does not support
the criminalization hypothesis. Rather, we find that controlling for a wide
range of relevant factors, police are not more likely to arrest mentally dis-
ordered suspects. This finding contradicts results reported by Teplin
(1984). Two explanations for this discrepancy seem plausible. First,
because of a limited sample size, Teplin could not control for many of the
factors known to influence police arrest decisions. Thus, the positive
bivariate relationship between mental disorder and arrest reported by
Teplin may have been spurious. Indeed, a comparison of the bivariate and
multivariate findings for the PSS data support this explanation. For the
PSS, the bivariate relationship between mental disorder and arrest,
although not significant, was positive, suggesting that mentally disordered
persons were more likely to be arrested. However, when legal and extra-
legal variables were entered in the multivariate analyses, the sign of this
relationship changed, suggesting that the relationship was spurious.

Second, Teplin's (1984) measure of mental disorder was based on
clinical criteria rather than officers' (or observers') general perceptions.
Thus, a substantial proportion of the "mentally disordered" suspects that
Teplin reported as arrested were not perceived as mentally disordered by
the arresting officer. In contrast, the current study used a measure of
mental disorder that conformed more closely to officers' perceptions. This
difference in measurement raises the interesting theoretical possibility that
individuals with clinical symptoms of mental disorder may be arrested not
because officers are intentionally "criminalizing" them, but because
officers fail to perceive the clinical symptoms of mental disorder among
those arrested.

Unintended arrests of persons with diagnosable mental disorders may
contribute to the disproportionate number of mentally disordered persons
in prisons and jails. At the same time, correctional staff may have become
more sensitive to the signs of mental disorder and therefore may be more
likely to identify inmates as eligible for mental health treatment than they
were in the past. As a result, the number of inmates officially classified as
mentally disordered might have increased (Lamb and Weinberger, 1998).

We were surprised to find that in the more recent POPN data, mentally
disordered suspects were less likely to be involved in serious offenses than
were non-mentally disordered suspects. This finding may be related to the
operationalization of seriousness and violence in these analyses. Serious-
ness, as measured here, referred to the level of legal seriousness of the
problem that police were called to handle. "Interaction-phase" crime,
however, was not a component of this measure (Klinger, 1994). During
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encounters with citizens, police may witness violence or be the victim of
violence. Indeed, mentally disordered suspects in the POPN data were
significantly more likely than were non-mentally disordered suspects to
have a weapon present, despite their involvement in offenses that were
less serious. Thus, the POPN data suggests that although mentally disor-
dered suspects were involved significantly in less serious offenses than
were non-mentally disordered suspects, officers may have had good reason
to perceive these situations as dangerous.

These findings have important policy implications. First, officers should
be trained to identify signs of mental disorder so as not to be inappropri-
ately swayed toward arrest by aggressive or otherwise confrontational
behavioral cues (Steadman et al., 2000). Second, officer training should
emphasize alternatives to the use of force, including techniques to deesca-
late potentially violent situations. In the POPN data, officers used force
on 10.8% of mentally disordered suspects compared with 7.8% of non-
mentally disordered suspects. For PSS data, the difference was even
greater: 13.5% of mentally disordered suspects compared with only 3% of
non-mentally disordered suspects.

A larger issue raised by this research is whether officers should use
informal means to handle situations involving mentally disordered citi-
zens. Although many have noted the inappropriateness of using the crimi-
nal justice system to handle such situations, little attention has been given
to the appropriateness of using informal dispositions. Examples of infor-
mal handling of mentally disordered suspects include no police action,
mediation, separation, lecturing, and transports to homes or homeless
shelters (Bittner, 1967a). Reasons cited by officers for handling situations
informally range from humanitarian (e.g., "the officer thought he did the
right thing by taking the citizen to a place where he could take a shower
and have a hot meal for free") to self-serving (e.g., "the officer did not
want to transport the citizen because he was sweating profusely and he
didn't want him in his take-home patrol car") (narratives from the Project
on Policing Neighborhoods).

In one tragic example of officers' informal handling of a mentally disor-
dered person, the citizen's foot was partially amputated after officers on
two separate occasions failed to notice that the mentally disturbed citi-

zen-who was blocking traffic and screaming at motorists-was suffering
from gangrene in a wound that occurred after his foot had been run over
by a car in that same intersection (narratives from the Project on Policing
Neighborhoods). Unfortunately, because arrest is not an acceptable
course of action in many situations and hospitalization is not a viable alter-
native due to stringent commitment requirements, officers are often left
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with few options other than informal resolution. To avoid problems asso-
ciated with informal resolution (as noted above), departments should con-
sider developing formal links with mental health service agencies (Borum
et aI., 1998; Steadman et al., 2<XX».

Future research should attend to other issues highlighted by this study.
For example, we know relatively little about the effects of officers' educa-
tion and attitudes on their decisions involving mentally disordered sus-
pects. However, ongoing research by LaGrange (2<XX» suggests that
officers' education levels may influence the likelihood of an arrest.
LaGrange reports that 12.7% of officers who did not have a four-year
degree indicated their willingness to arrest a mentally disordered suspect,
compared with 4% of officers with a four-year college degree. Further,
although it has been suggested that officers' attitudes may influence their
decision making regarding mentally disordered persons (Bittner, 1967a;
Teplin and Pruett, 1992), this proposition has not been tested empirically.
Differences in dispositions regarding mentally disordered suspects are also
likely to exist across policing organizations. For example, a recent study
by Steadman et al. (2<XX» comparing three models of police response to
incidents involving mentally disordered suspects found that whereas all
three programs had relatively low arrest rates, one program was more
likely to resolve incidents on-scene, and another was more likely to make
mental health referrals.

In addition, we believe that a full understanding of how officers handle
encounters with mentally disordered citizens will require measurement of
the community contexts within which such encounters occur. Two aspects
of the community context seem especially relevant: the overall levels of
crime and deviance in the community and the availability/accessibility of
mental health services in the local area. Klinger (1997:296) suggested that,
''as district-level rates of crime and other forms of deviance
increase. . .deviant acts of a given level of seriousness should receive less
vigorous attention." Thus, we would expect a higher rate of informal reso-
lutions among encounters with mentally disordered citizens that occur in
socially disorganized, high-crime communities (Silver, 2<XX». In addition,
Bittner (1967a) argued that the perception among officers was that in
many jurisdictions, it was difficult to admit mentally disordered citizens for
psychiatric care, reducing the likelihood that a mental health referral was
made. Thus, we might expect higher rates of arrest in communities where
mental health services are unavailable or inaccessible. Further examina-
tion of these and other issues raised in this paper must await future
research.

Finally, this research, like all secondary observational studies in which
the population of interest is relatively rare, is limited due to the relatively
small number of police-citizen encounters involving mentally disordered
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citizens that were available for analysis. The degree to which our results
will generalize to other jurisdictions must be examined in future research.
However, it is important to note that the POPN and PSS data are the
largest observational studies conducted to date of police-citizen
encounters and, therefore, represent the best available data source-and,
in the case of POPN, the most recent-for reexamining the criminalization
hypothesis. In short, although limited by sample size, the results reported
here are the best available using existing data. To overcome this limita-
tion, future data collection efforts will need to oversample calls for service
involving mentally disordered persons to obtain a larger and more repre-
sentative sample of encounters with police.

REFERENCES
Abramson, M. F.

1972 The criminalization of mentally disordered behavior: Possible side-effects of
a new mental health law. Hospital and Community Psychiatry 23:101-105.

Banton, Michael
1964 The I\>liceman in the Community. New York: Basic Books.

Bittner. Egon
1967a I\>lice discretion in emergency apprehension of mentally ill persons. Social

Problems 14:278-292.
1967b The police on skid-row: A study of peace keeping. American Sociological

Review 32:699-715.
1970 The Functions of I\>lice in Modem Society. Bethesda, Md.: U.S. National

Institute of Mental Health.

Black, Donald
1976 The Behavior of Law. New York: Academic Press.

Bonovitz, Jennifer C., and Jay S. Bonovitz
1981 Diversion of the mentally ill into the criminal justice system: The police

intervention perspective. American Journal of Psychiatry 138:973-976.

Borum, Randy. Martha W. Deane, Henry J. Steadman. and Joseph Morrissey
1998 I\>lice perspectives on responding to mentally ill people in crisis: Perspec-

tives of program effectiveness. Behavioral Sciences and the Law
16:393-405.

Bureau of Justice Statistics
1999 Bureau of Justice Statistics Special Report: Mental Health and Treatment of

Inmates and Probationers. U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice
Statistics. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office.

Caldwell, Eddie
1978 Patrol Observation: The Patrol Encounter, Patrol Narrative and General

Shift Information Forms. Police Services Study Methods Report MR-02.
Bloomington. Ind.: Workshop in Political Theory and Policy Analysis.

Durham, Mary L., Harold D. Carr, and Glenn L. Pierce
1984 I\>lice involvement and influences in involuntary civil commitment. Hospital

and Community Psychiatry 35:580-584.



POLICING MENTALLY DISORDERED SUSPECfS 249

Engel, Robin Shepard, James J. Sobol, and Robert E. Worden

2<XX> Further exploration of the demeanor hypothesis: The interaction effects of

suspects' characteristics and demeanor on police behavior. Justice Quarterly

17:235-258.

Goffman. Erving

1961 Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Mental Patients and Other

Inmates. New York: Doubleday.

Goldstein, Herman

1990 Problem-oriented policing. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Kalinich, David B. and Jeffrey D. Senese

1987 Police discretion and the mentally ill in Chicago: A reconsideration. Police

Studies 10:185-191.

Klinger, David A.

1W4 Demeanor or crime? Why "hostile" citizens are more likely to be arrested.

Criminology 32:475-493.

1997 Negotiating order in patrol work: An ecological theory of police response to

deviance. Criminology 35:277-n.

LaGrange, Teresa

2(XX) Distinguishing between the criminal and the "crazy": Decisions to arrest in

police encounters with mentally disordered. Paper presented at the Ameri-

can Society of Criminology, San Francisco, Calif. November 15-18.

Lamb, H. Richard. and Robert W. Grant

1982 The mentally ill in an urban county jail. Archives of General Psychiatry

39:17-22.

Lamb, H. Richard and Linda E. Weinberger

1998 Persons with severe mental illness in jails and prisons: A review. Psychiatric

Services 49:483-492.

Link, Bruce G., Howard Andrews, and Francis T. Cullen

1992 The violent and illegal behavior of mental patients reconsidered. American

Sociological Review 57:275-292.

Mastrofski, Stephen D., and Roger B. Parks

1990 Improving observational studies of police. Criminology 28:475-496.

Mastrofski, Stephen D., Roger B. Parks, Albert J. Reiss, Jr., Robert E. Worden,

Christina Dejong. Jeffrey B. Snipes, and William Terrill

1998 Systematic Observation of Public Police: Applying field Research Methods

to Policy Issues. Washington. D.C.: National Institute of Justice. NCJ

172859.

Mastrofski, Stephen D., Jeffrey B. Snipes, Roger B. Parks. and Christopher D. Maxwell

2(XX) The helping hand of the law: Police control of citizens on request. Criminol-

ogy 38:307-342.

Matthews, Arthur R.

1970 Observations on police policy and procedures for emergency detention of

the mentally ill. Journal of Criminal Law, Criminology and Police Science

61:283-287 .

Menard, Scott

1995 Applied Logistic Regression Analysis. Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage.~



250 ENGEL AND SILVER

Menzies, Robert J.
1987 Psychiatrists in blue: Police apprehension of mental disorder and dangerous-

ness. Criminology 25:429-453.

Monahan, John, Cynthia Caldeira, and Herbert D. Friedlander
1979 Police and the mentally ill: A comparison of committed and arrested per-

sons. International Journal of Law and Psychiatry 2:509-518.

Monkkonen, Eric H.
1981 Police in Urban America, 1860-1920. Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge Univer.

sity Press.

Palermo, George B., Maurice B. Smith, and Frank J. Liska
1991 Jails versus mental hospitals: A social dilemma. International Journal of

Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology 35:97-106.

Parks, Roger B., Stephen D. Mastrofski, Christina Dejong, and M. Kevin Gray
1999 How officers spend their time with the community. Justice Quarterly

16:483-518.

Rabkin, Judith
1979 Criminal behavior of discharged mental patients. Psychological Bulletin

86:1-27.

Reiss, Jr., Albert J.
1968a Police brutality-Answers to key questions. Transaction 5:10-19.
1968b Stuff and nonsense about social surveys and observation. In Howard S.

Becker, Blanche Geer, David Riesman, and Robert S. Weiss (eds.), Institu-
tions and the Person. Chicago, 111.: Aldine.

1971 Systematic observation of natural social phenomena. In Herbert L. Costner
(ed.), Sociological Methodology. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Riksheim, Eric and Steven Chermak
1993 Causes of police behavior revisited. Journal of Criminal Justice 21:353-382.

Silver, Eric
2(XX) Extending social disorganization theory: A multilevel approach to the study

of violence among persons with mental illnesses. Criminology 38:301-332.

Skolnick, Jerome H., and David H. Bayley
1986 The new blue line: Police innovations in six American cities. New York: Free

Press.

Skull, Andrew T.
1977 Decarceration: Community treatment and the deviant. Englewood aiffs,

N.J.: Prentice-Hall.

Smith, Douglas A. and Christy A. Visher
1981 Street-level justice: Situational determinants of police arrest decisions.

Social Problems 29:167-177.

Steadman, Henry J. and Joseph P. Morris...ev



POLICING MENTALLY DISORDERED SUSPECTS 251

Steadman, Henry J., Martha W. Deane, Randy Borum, and Joseph Morrissey
2(XX) Comparing outcomes of major models for police responses to mental health

emergencies. Psychiatric Services 51:645-649.

Steadman, Henry J., John Monahan, Barbara Duffee, Eliot Hartstone, and Pamela
Clark Robbins
1984 The impact of state mental hospital deinstitutionalization on United States

prison populations, 1968-1987. The Journal of Criminal Law and Criminol-
ogy 75:474-490.

Steadman, Henry J., Edward P. Mulvey, John Monahan, Pamela C. Robbins, Paul S.
Appelbaum, Thomas Grisso, Loren H. Roth, and Eric Silver
1998 Violence by people discharged from acute psychiatric inpatient facilities and

by others in the same neighborhoods. Archives of General Psychiatry
55:393-401.

Steury, Ellen H.
1991 Specifying "criminalization" of the mentally disordered misdemeanant.

Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology 82:334-359.

Swanson, Jeffrey W., Charles E. Holzer, Vijay K. Ganju, and Robert T. Jono
1990 Violence and psychiatric disorders in the community: Evidence from the

Epidemiologic Catchment Area Surveys. Hospital and Community Psychia-
try 41:761-770.

Teplin, Linda A.
1983 The criminalization of the mentally ill: Speculation in search of data. Psy-

chological Bulletin 94:54-67.
1984 Criminalizing mental disorder: The comparative arrest rates of the mentally

ill. American Psychologist 39:794-803.
1990 The prevalence of severe mental disorder among male urban jail detainees:

Comparisons with the Epidemiologic Catchment Area program. American
Journal of Public Health 80:663-669.

Teplin, Linda A. and Nancy S. Pruett
1992 Police as streetcorner psychiatrist: Managing the mentally ill. International

Journal of Law and Psychiatry 15:139-156.

Wachholz, Sandra and Robert Mullaly
1993 Policing the deinstitutionalized mentally ill: Toward an understanding of its

function. Crime, Law, and Social Change 19:281-300.

Whitaker, Gordon
1982 What is patrol work? Police Studies 4:13-22.

Whitmer, Gary E.
1980 From hospitals to jails: The fate of California's deinstitutionalized mentally

ill. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry 50:65-75.

Wilson, James Q.
1968 Varieties of Police Behavior: The Management of Law and Order in Eight

Communities. Cambridge, Mass.: Cambridge University Press.

Wilson, James Q. and George L. Kelling
1982 Broken windows: The police and neighborhood safety. The Atlantic

Monthly 29-38.



252 ENGEL AND SILVER

Worden, Robert E.
1989 Situational and attitudinal explanations of police behavior: A theoretical

reappraisal and empirical assessment. Law and Society Review 23:667-711.

Worden, Robert E. and Robin L. Shepard
1996 Demeanor, crime, and police behavior: A reexamination of the police ser-

vices study data. Criminology 34:83-105.

Worden, Robert E., Robin L. Shepard, and Stephen D. Mastrofski
1996 On the meaning and measurement of suspects' demeanor toward the police:

A comment on "Demeanor and Arrest." Journal of Research in Crime and
Delinquency 33:324-332.


