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SUBJECT

The Impact of Mental Health Court on Recidivism and Other Key Outcomes: An Evaluation of the King County District Court Regional Mental Health Court

SUMMARY

The Washington State Department of Social and Health Service’s (DSHS) Research and Data Analysis Division published a report in December 2018 on the impact of King County District Court Regional Mental Health Court (RMHC) on recidivism, psychiatric hospitalization, emergency department visits, and other key outcomes. This report indicates that participation in RMHC resulted in four key positive outcomes: lower rates of reoffending, fewer days of incarceration, lower rates of psychiatric hospitalizations, and fewer outpatient emergency room visits. The comparison between the control group and the treatment group can be seen in Figure 1 below. 












Figure 1. Key Findings of the DSHS Report[footnoteRef:1] [1:  "The Impact of Mental Health Court on Recidivism and Other Key Outcomes: An evaluation of the King County District Court Regional Mental Health Court", page 1.] 
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BACKGROUND 

King County District Court (KCDC) Regional Mental Health Court (RMHC) began in 1999 as an alternative to the traditional criminal court system for individuals with criminal charges prosecuted by King County or a municipality within King County. Eligible participants must have an ongoing serious mental illness[footnoteRef:2] that significantly impacts their ability to function and is a reason that lead to current involvement in the criminal justice system.[footnoteRef:3] Individuals must choose to participate or "opt-in" to the program, be amenable to treatment, and remain under court supervision for up to two years. Individuals who opt-in to KCDC RMHC must be engaged in behavioral health[footnoteRef:4] treatment and comply with conditions of the court which includes taking medications prescribed, attending regular review hearings, and obtaining a chemical dependency assessment if directed to. KCDC RMHC is an abstinence based court and prohibits participants' use of alcohol, recreational or medical cannabis, non-prescribed drugs or synthetic drugs.  [2:  This must be an Axis 1 disorder as defined by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV-TR) such as psychotic disorders, bipolar disorders, anxiety disorders, and depressive disorders. ]  [3:  "The Impact of Mental Health Court on Recidivism and Other Key Outcomes: An evaluation of the King County District Court Regional Mental Health Court", page 2.]  [4:  Behavioral health refers to both mental health and substance use disorders. ] 


Baseline data provided in the DSHS report indicates that of 420 individuals enrolled in RMHC between January 2013 and August 2017 were 73 percent male and 27 percent were female. During that period, 62 percent were charged with a felony, 38 percent a misdemeanor, and 82 percent had at least one prior conviction with an average of seven prior convictions. Race and ethnicity demographics can be seen in Figure 2 below.





Figure 2. Race/Ethnicity of RMHC Participants
	Demographic 
	Percentage

	White
	48%

	Black
	31%

	Asian/Pacific Islander
	14%

	American Indian/Alaska Native
	10%

	Hispanic
	9%



These individuals, included in this baseline data, had diagnoses of psychosis, bipolar disorders, depression, anxiety, and co-occurring substance use disorder. Percentage breakdowns can be seen on page four of Attachment 1 to this staff report. Prior to entering into RMHC, 70 percent of individuals were enrolled in Medicaid. Of those with Medicaid, 86 percent had received mental health outpatient services in the prior year and 36 percent had been hospitalized for inpatient psychiatric services. 

In the 2017/18 biennium, KCDC RMHC received $7.8 million through the Mental Illness and Drug Dependency sales tax fund.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  MIDD2 Initiative Description TH-RMHC, https://www.kingcounty.gov/~/media/depts/community-human-services/MIDD/initiatives/TX-RMHC.ashx?la=en ] 


ANALYSIS

The DSHS study design compared outcomes for a group of mental health court participants who opted-in to the program at some point during the period of 2013 through 2016 (Participants, n=226). Researchers identified a statistically similar control group of individuals using available administrative data regarding mental health, criminal history, employment and other socio-economic characteristics (Control, n=226). 

To analyze recidivism outcomes researchers measured arrest rates, criminal charges, and incarceration days over the one-year follow-up period. The research indicates that RMHC participation led to fewer arrests and charges for new crimes and reduced days of incarceration. To analyze behavioral health outcomes researchers measured outpatient treatment days, inpatient psychiatric hospitalization, substance use disorder treatment participation and emergency department utilization. The research indicates that RMHC participation resulted in more behavioral health treatment and less utilization of hospitals. To analyze employment outcomes researchers measured part and full-time employment rates. The research indicates that RMHC had no significant impact on rates of employment. The outcomes, their measurements and statistical results can be seen in Figure 3 below. Beige colored cells under the results column indicates a positive outcome according to the report.


Figure 3. Research Outcomes, Measurements, and Results.

	Outcome
	Measurement
	Results

	Recidivism 
Rates
	New Criminal Charges
	Control: 38%
Participants: 28% 
	Fewer criminal charges

	
	Arrest Rates
	Control: 51%
Participants: 51%
	Equal arrest rates

	
	Days of Incarceration
	Control: 67 days
Participants: 48 days
	Fewer days of incarceration

	Behavioral 
Health 
Outcomes



	Mental Health Outpatient Treatment Days
	Control: 30 days
Participants: 58 days
	More outpatient treatment

	
	Mental Health Crisis Service Days
	Control: .8 days
Participants: .25 days
	Fewer crisis service days

	
	Substance Use Disorder Treatment
	Control: 25%
Participants: 62%
	More substance use treatment

	
	Inpatient Psychiatric Hospitalization
	Control: 25%
Participants: 11%
	Less inpatient hospitalization

	
	Emergency Department Visits
	Control: 3.20 visits
Participants: 1.80 visits
	Fewer ED visits

	Employment
	Employed Part or Full-time
	Control: 28% employment
RMHC: 24% employment 
	Lower rates of employment



Although researchers acknowledged a number of limitations with the study, such as selection bias due to unmeasurable factors (readiness or motivation to engage in treatment in the control group), the report states that the "court appears to be breaking the cycle of criminal involvement for a significant number of hard-to-serve individuals with extensive prior criminal justice involvement." A formal cost-benefit analysis was not conducted as part of this report.  
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