
The drug epidemic in the United 
States has had devastating 
consequences for individuals, 
families, neighborhoods, and entire 
communities. There has been a surge 
in drug overdoses since 2019, with 
more than 109,000 overdose deaths 
reported in 2022.1 
This crisis has challenged communities to find 
innovative strategies to respond to people who have 
substance use disorders (SUDs) rather than relying 
solely on arrest and incarceration. The increase 
in deflection and pre-arrest diversion programs 
to address nonviolent crime related to substance 
use stems partly from a growing realization that 
traditional policing strategies alone won’t solve the 
drug crisis. In some cases, they may even cause 
harm by increasing overdoses and stigmatization.2 
Conversely, police-led programs that deflect people 
with SUDs from the justice system can effectively 
prevent criminal offending and show promise for 
improving participants’ health and reducing social 
and financial costs associated with processing 
drug-related offenses.3 Deflection can be seen as a 
long-term, root-cause solution as opposed to the 
short-term solutions of arrest and incarceration. 
Law enforcement officers are in a unique position to 
recognize people with SUDs and make the decision 
to refer them to community-based treatment and 
services. It is important to understand the factors 
that are likely to influence the willingness of officers 
to support a deflection program and make referrals. 

WHAT’S IN A NAME? 
The terms “deflection” and “pre-arrest diversion” 
are sometimes used interchangeably because 
both practices are at the intersection of first 
responders, treatment and service providers, 
recovery support, and community. But it is 
important to differentiate between them:

DEFLECTION is the practice by which 
law enforcement or other first responders 
connect individuals to community-based 
treatment and/or services when arrest 
would not have been necessary, or in lieu of 
taking no action when issues of addiction, 
mental health, or need are present.

PRE-ARREST DIVERSION is the practice 
by which law enforcement officers 
connect individuals, who otherwise would 
be eligible for charges, to community-
based treatment and services in lieu of 
arrest, thereby diverting them from the 
justice system.” 4

For the purposes of this checklist, the term 
“deflection” will be used to represent both 
deflection and pre-arrest diversion programs.

Deflection programs led by law enforcement 
agencies and those administered by other types 
of agencies or organizations (e.g., prosecutors, 
behavioral health, nonprofit, etc.) share many of 
the same obstacles to securing officer support, 
but they also have their own unique barriers. This 
checklist offers evidence-based strategies to 
address common barriers to obtaining officer buy-in 
for deflection programs and strategies specifically 
targeted to police-led programs and those led by 
non-law enforcement organizations.
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Strategies to increase officer 
support for deflection programs 
led by non-law enforcement 
organizations:

Collaborative partnerships are critical to 
implementing deflection programs. It is important 
for law enforcement agencies and community-based 
organizations to be equal partners in the program. 
Community organizations should invite police 
agency leaders to the table as early in the planning 
process as possible so they can provide input and 
help shape the program. This will result in a sense 
of ownership and commitment to championing the 
program within their agencies. In addition, it will 
help to build relationships with and engender trust 
among the partner agencies, which is essential 
for the program’s success moving forward. Other 
strategies for obtaining overall law enforcement 
support include:

 � HIRE or assign a program manager who has 
the skills and abilities to become trusted by 
officers, advocates for program goals, can 
help train officers, and may have additional 
strategies for securing officer buy-in to the 
program or perspectives to share with program 
administrators. This person should possess 
respect for the role and value of policing and 
be able to build relationships between law 
enforcement and other stakeholders, especially 
the community.

 � INCLUDE line officers: It is important to include 
patrol officers who will be implementing the 
program in the planning process, as well as 
first-line supervisors who can have a substantial 
influence over officers and their willingness 
to support any new initiative. Bringing these 
personnel to the table will contribute to their 
knowledge and understanding of the program’s 
goals, allow them to provide practical input, 
and can give officers and supervisors a sense of 
ownership in the program that they helped build. 
In addition, their day-to-day interactions with 
individuals in the community who suffer from 
SUDs give them perspectives that may prove 
valuable to program leaders.

Strategies to increase officer 
support for deflection programs 
led by law enforcement 
agencies:

Law enforcement leaders can effectively address 
barriers to obtaining officer buy-in that often 
arise from organizational culture, resistance to 
change, and views about people with SUDs. The 
following strategies can help build officer support 
for deflection programs led by law enforcement 
agencies.

 � DEMONSTRATE executive leadership support: 
A successful deflection program needs strong 
leaders who can clarify the goals, purpose, and 
potential benefits of the program for officers, 
and work with officers to create incentives to 
implement the program.

 � ENCOURAGE command staff participation: 
The participation of agency leaders in training 
sessions and deflection efforts, especially in 
the early stages of the program’s inception—
leading by example—sends a clear message 
about the agency’s priorities. 

 � USE deflection as a performance metric: If 
agency leaders recognize deflection efforts 
in the same manner as traffic enforcement or 
community engagement when conducting 
performance evaluations, officers will view 
quality referrals to treatment as a valued law 
enforcement tool that can lead to positive 
outcomes for the individual, the community, 
and overall public safety. 

 � PROVIDE incentives for making deflection 
referrals: Create ways to recognize officers 
who actively engage in deflection through 
commendations, public recognition, and 
training opportunities.

 � DEVELOP clear policies and procedures: Make 
the program easy to understand and implement. 
Consider including line officers in developing the 
policies and procedures of the program.  

 � CLARIFY eligibility criteria: Provide officers 
with clear instructions on which individuals 
are eligible to be referred to deflection 
programs.

 � EXPLORE inclusive eligibility criteria: In 
addition to standard eligibility criteria, 
determine procedures for working with other 
justice agencies to consider inclusion of 
people with active warrants, or who are under 
the supervision of probation or parole. 
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need to deflect an individual multiple times. 
Emphasize that this does not reflect a failure 
by either the individual, the officer, or the 
deflection program. 

 � Historical Context: Remind officers that 
arrest and incarceration alone have not 
solved the drug problem. Officers should 
investigate and arrest individuals trafficking 
in narcotics. However, subjecting individuals 
suffering from SUDs to the justice system 
is counterproductive and does not increase 
public safety, while connecting them to 
treatment and services does.7 

Note: Training should be offered on a recurring 
basis as more research becomes available, new 
staff join the agency, and to refresh prior education 
efforts.

 � EDUCATE agency personnel about treatment: 
The belief that drug treatment is readily 
available and accessible to people with SUDs 
can affect an officer’s willingness to make 
referrals to a deflection program.8 

 � INVITE a program partner that provides 
treatment or case management services 
to talk to officers about the treatment and 
service capacity of the community, discuss 
barriers to accessing treatment for people 
with SUDs, and explain why individuals with 
SUDs may not seek treatment. 

 � INCLUDE people who have lived experience 
with SUDs in your training to expose officers 
to individuals in long-term recovery and their 
stories and to demonstrate that treatment 
programs work. 

 � INFORM officers about the post-referral 
process for program participants. Ensure 
officers understand what happens after an 
individual is deflected (e.g., referred to a case 
manager, transported to a treatment center, 
provided an in-person referral (warm hand-
off), etc.).

 � CREATE a feedback loop

 � PARTICIPANT FEEDBACK: Provide 
information to officers about the outcomes 
of individuals referred to treatment or 
services through the program. This can 
be done through a quarterly or monthly 
newsletter that provides aggregated data 
about the program (to protect individuals’ 

Strategies for obtaining officer 
support for all types of 
deflection programs:

Research demonstrates that these strategies will 
help deflection programs obtain officer support 
and increase referrals to treatment and services, no 
matter what type of agency leads the program.

 � MAKE SURE that referring through the program 
is easier and less time-consuming than arrest 
and booking. Any procedures that officers 
must follow to make a referral in the program 
should be as effortless as possible. For example, 
if making a referral requires accompanying 
paperwork, consider creating a short electronic 
form accessible from a cell phone or squad 
computer.

 � TRAINING: Officers may view arrest as the 
primary or only problem-solving tool for 
addressing drug-related incidents. Introducing 
a new program to address complex social 
issues can cause discomfort or resistance for 
agency staff at all levels.5 For a deflection 
program to succeed, personnel from first 
responder agencies (including dispatchers) 
must understand and support the purpose 
and goals of the program. Training on the 
following elements can provide first responders 
with insight into and empathy for vulnerable 
populations and help reduce the stigma 
attached to individuals with substance use and 
other behavioral health disorders. 

 � The science of addiction: SUD may be seen 
as a moral failing instead of what it is: a 
chronic, relapsing brain disease.6 This training 
focuses on the chemical changes that occur in 
the brain during substance use and how these 
changes manifest in an individual’s behavior. 
This training increases officer empathy, 
reduces stigma, and fosters a deeper 
understanding of SUDs as a disease.

 � Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs): This 
training helps officers understand the impact 
of early trauma on development and life 
course outcomes and encourages officers to 
employ trauma-informed techniques during 
encounters with vulnerable individuals.

 � Relapse and recovery: Incorporate 
information about recovery including 
the fact that relapse is often part of the 
recovery process, which may result in the 
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privacy), communication from a case manager 
or the program coordinator to officers about 
individuals they referred, or through letters or 
personal communications directly to officers 
from individuals who have benefitted from the 
program. Feedback from and about program 
participants incentivizes officers to continue 
making referrals.

 � SHARE RESEARCH AND DATA: Share the 
results of program-related research and 
analysis with agency personnel. It is vital to 
celebrate positive outcomes and use negative 
outcomes to drive program improvements.

 � Conduct regular program assessment and 
improvement by facilitating open-ended 
discussions with officers: Ask officers for 
suggestions on how to improve the program. 
(For example: What would encourage 
colleagues to participate? How would you 
improve the process to enhance the program?) 
Use the information to improve program 
operations. By addressing officer challenges 
and incorporating their recommendations, 
officers have a stake in the success of the 
program, which can strengthen their support 
of deflection efforts. 
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