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Objective: This study examined how outcomes in police-led jail diversion programs (JDPs) align with the
ethical principles of beneficence and nonmaleficence, focusing on factors that influence diversion decisions
and their balance between rehabilitation and public safety. Hypotheses: Individuals with less severe charges
and first-time encounters are more likely to be diverted to mental health treatment, aligning with benef-
icence. Conversely, individuals with severe charges and repeat offenses are more likely to experience arrest,
aligning with nonmaleficence. Method: This retrospective analysis included 3,324 diversion-eligible
cases from 21,964 behavioral crisis incidents recorded in Massachusetts between May and December 2023.
This secondary data analysis used the Massachusetts Department of Mental Health’s JDP statewide
standardized database. Quantitative analyses employed logistic regression and hybrid machine learning
models to examine how charge severity, mental health status, substance use, and incident characteristics
were associated with outcomes relative to ethical principles. Results: Less severe charges and first-time
encounters predicted diversion to mental health services, reflecting beneficence through rehabilitation.
Severe charges and repeat offenses were more likely to result in arrest, reflecting nonmaleficence by
prioritizing public safety. De-escalation techniques and on-scene supports were associated with diversion,
whereas overnight incidents and substance use were linked to increased arrests. Conclusions: Implementing
JDPs that align with ethical principles is complex, requiring nuanced approaches that account for both
individual and situational factors. Enhanced training and resources are essential to support ethical decision
making, ensuring that diversion decisions align with beneficence and nonmaleficence. This study informs
efforts to reform police practices to better address mental health crises and suggests policy enhancements to
promote both individual welfare and public safety.

Public Significance Statement

Police officers often make decisions about whether to arrest individuals experiencing mental health
crises or connect them with treatment instead. This study highlights how these decisions can reflect
ethical goals of helping people while protecting public safety. Understanding what influences these
decisions can improve police training and policy, helping ensure that people in crisis get the support they
need and communities stay safe.
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The interface between mental health and criminal justice presents
a stark reality: Individuals with mental illness are vastly overrep-
resented within the justice system, often not because of criminal
actions but because of systemic factors such as inadequate access to
mental health care, socioeconomic disadvantage, unhoused status,
and the criminalization of mental illness (Desmarais et al., 2014;
Gill & Murphy, 2017; Mitchell et al., 2024; Prins, 2014; Spike et al.,
2024). Law enforcement is increasingly responding to behavioral
crises involving serious mental illness (SMI), acute distress, sub-
stance use, and behaviors stemming from personality disorders by
leading or partnering with jail diversion programs (JDPs).

Researchers in criminal justice reform have debated the reasons
for the overrepresentation of individuals with SMI in the criminal
justice system. The criminalization hypothesis suggests that people
with SMI are disproportionately arrested because of behaviors
linked to untreated illness, stigma, or systemic service failures. In
contrast, normalization theory posits that individuals with SMI are
arrested for the same reasons as others—such as housing or
employment instability—with SMI exacerbating these criminogenic
risk factors rather than constituting a distinct cause (Johnston, 2019).
From either perspective, JDPs may mitigate these risk factors and
align with the ethical principles of beneficence and nonmaleficence
by promoting better outcomes for individuals with SMI.

The Sequential Intercept Model provides a framework for
understanding how individuals with behavioral health needs interact
with the criminal justice system. Intercept O refers to community-
based crisis prevention efforts (e.g., mobile crisis teams, peer
support programs, and expanded mental health services) that aim to
address crises before law enforcement becomes involved. Although
these models play an essential role in reducing justice system
contact, their availability and accessibility vary across regions,
and behavioral health crises still lead to police activation in many
cases. At this stage, Intercept 1 of the SIMJDPs operate to divert
individuals toward treatment or alternative settings rather than
incarceration (Harmon-Darrow et al., 2023).

JDPs, including joint response models (i.e., dual response of
officer and clinician) and Crisis Intervention Teams, have been
established to redirect individuals experiencing a behavioral crisis
away from a potential future behind bars toward avenues of mental
health treatment and the prospect of recovery (Watson et al., 2010).
Unlike mental health courts, which may require a charge and/or
guilty plea (Liles et al., 2018; Redlich et al., 2006), JDPs operate
as prebooking diversion programs, meaning that individuals are
diverted before formal charges are filed, preventing entry into the
criminal justice system altogether.

The increasing role of police in responding to behavioral health
crises has been accompanied by significant strides in training and
protocol development to improve the handling of such cases. This
evolution in policing practice reflects a growing awareness and
sensitivity toward the complex needs of vulnerable populations,
especially those with mental illness. JDPs, by reducing arrest rates
and improving mental health outcomes, mark a significant step
toward the decriminalization of mental health conditions and access
to necessary care (Bernard et al., 2020; Harmon-Darrow et al.,
2023). JDPs also reflect the legal philosophy of therapeutic juris-
prudence, whereby behavioral crises may result in an opportunity
for proactive interventions that benefit both the individual and the
community (Arrigo, 2004).

However, despite the successes and growing implementation of
JDPs across the United States, research on the ethical dimensions of
law enforcement’s interactions with individuals with mental illness
remains scarce. Given the continued prevalence and complexity
of these encounters (Rohrer, 2021; Zelle et al., 2023), there is an
imperative to examine these encounters using ethical principles
such as autonomy, beneficence, nonmaleficence, and justice
(Beauchamp & Childress, 2013). Although these ethical princi-
ples are traditionally associated with medical and psychiatric
contexts, they are increasingly applicable to law enforcement
interactions with individuals in behavioral crises (Fisher et al.,
2006; Shapiro et al., 2015). The principle of justice addresses
broader systemic fairness, and the principle of autonomy focuses
on individual choice (Beauchamp & Childress, 2013). In this
study, beneficence (the obligation to do good) and non-
maleficence (the obligation to do no harm) are emphasized, as
they most directly inform diversion decisions. These principles
guide officers in making real-time determinations about whether
an individual in crisis should be diverted to mental health services
or processed through the criminal justice system to achieve harm
reduction (Case et al., 2009; Cuddeback et al., 2017).

The decision of whether to divert or arrest an individual reflects
the dual ethical obligations faced by law enforcement operating JDPs:
promoting outcomes that maximize the well-being of individuals
in crisis while safeguarding community welfare (Beauchamp &
Childress, 2013; Glancy, 2025). For this study, beneficence is
conceptualized as actions that are in the best interest of individuals
experiencing behavioral crises, guiding them toward supportive care
alternatives that promote their well-being. This principle also sup-
ports positive outcomes for the communities in which persons
experiencing behavioral crises live by enhancing public safety.
Nonmaleficence, on the other hand, is conceptualized as avoiding
harm by ensuring that diversion decisions do not compromise the
welfare of the individual, through unnecessary arrest, or the com-
munity, through posing significant risks to public safety (Steadman &
Naples, 2005). Examining these ethical principles in relation to JDPs
clarifies how officers balance obligations to individuals in behavioral
crises and the broader community. In this context, beneficence and
nonmaleficence offer a practical framework for assessing whether
diversion outcomes support both individual recovery and public
safety. Evaluating JDPs according to individual welfare and public
safety is particularly timely considering recent nationwide protests
against police use of force, ongoing calls for criminal justice reform,
and increased review of police conduct following several highly
publicized incidents. These events have intensified scrutiny of law
enforcement practices, especially in their interactions with vulnerable
and minority populations (Calvert et al., 2020; Campbell, 2024;
Jackson et al., 2023).

Previous research has explored diversion rates and factors
influencing these decisions. Factors that influence jail diversion
decisions include the severity of the offense, a history of justice
involvement, availability of community-based mental health ser-
vices, officer discretion, and the presence of co-occurring substance
use disorders (Case et al., 2009; Cuddeback et al., 2017; Steadman &
Naples, 2005). However, gaps remain in understanding how these
programs align with ethical principles. This study addresses this
gap by examining how diversion decisions at Intercept 1 align with
the principles of beneficence and nonmaleficence (Beauchamp &
Childress, 2013). Whereas our analysis focused on individual-level
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and situational factors within police-led JDPs at Intercept 1, these
programs exist within and are shaped by broader systemic contexts,
including funding structures, public policy, interagency coordina-
tion, and prevailing societal attitudes toward mental illness, risk, and
responsibility.

The research question at the center of our inquiry was, “How
often are police-led diversion programs addressing behavioral crisis
situations in a way that results in beneficent and nonmaleficent
outcomes, and what factors contribute to these ethical outcomes?”
Our primary hypothesis was that individuals with less severe
charges and first-time encounters are more likely to be diverted to
mental health treatment, reflecting beneficence, as diversion may
address the crisis by redirecting individuals from the criminal justice
system to more appropriate services, potentially benefiting both the
individual and the community. This aligned with our first aim:
assessing how often JDPs produce beneficent outcomes for in-
dividuals and communities. The secondary hypothesis was that
individuals with severe charges and repeat offenses are more likely
to be arrested, consistent with nonmaleficence, as these decisions
may prioritize public safety and risk mitigation. In these cases,
allowing high-risk individuals to remain in the community could
result in further harm, either to others or to themselves through
continued justice involvement. This informed our second aim:
analyzing the severity of charges and repeat offenses in cases in
which diversion decisions did not align with the ethical criteria of
beneficence and nonmaleficence. By testing this hypothesis,
we could identify cases that deviated from expected patterns,
helping us better understand the discrepancies in these diversion
decisions. Our third aim was to determine the broader factors—
beyond the charge or offense—that contribute to or impede
outcomes within JDPs that align with ethical principles of
beneficence and nonmaleficence.

Through this research, we anticipate contributing a layered
understanding of the effectiveness of JDPs by using an ethical lens.
The findings of this project are expected to be crucial in informing
policy recommendations that enhance both individual and com-
munity outcomes, namely ensuring that JDPs address immediate
behavioral crises and foster long-term well-being and public safety.

Method
Study Design, Data Source, and Sample

This investigation used secondary data analysis methods and
received ethical approval from the Boston College institutional
review board. Data were sourced from the Massachusetts Department
of Mental Health, which oversees the systematic collection of data
from state-supported JDPs. This information is entered into a
statewide database using a standardized form that includes dropdown
options and open fields for detailed variable descriptions and is
employed uniformly by all programs. In Massachusetts, these JDPs,
although varied in their approach, share the common goal of diverting
individuals experiencing behavioral crises away from the criminal
justice system, when appropriate. The JDPs included in this study
operate as prebooking diversion programs, meaning that individuals
are diverted before formal charges are filed. Unlike some postbooking
diversion models, such as mental health courts, the JDPs do not
require a guilty plea for participation (Redlich & Han, 2014). Data
entry into the Massachusetts Department of Mental Health JDP

database was conducted by JDP personnel or designated individuals
following each crisis intervention. The final decision regarding arrest
or diversion is made solely by the police officers at the scene, who
possess the exclusive authority to make this determination.

A retrospective review of 21,964 individual deidentified JDP
encounters captured within the database was performed for cases
occurring between May 2023 and December 2023. For the purpose
of these analyses, only complete records were included, ensuring
data integrity and consistency for statistical evaluation. Of these,
3,324 cases met the inclusion criteria. Our inclusion criteria
involved only cases in which diversion was an option, meaning that
a potential chargeable offense had to be present, as diversion from
jail is not applicable without a crime. In cases in which individuals
were diverted, no formal charges were filed, and no criminal record
was created.

Operational Definitions of Ethical Principles

For the purposes of this study, we operationalized beneficence
as the diversion of individuals with lower level infractions and no
prior history of recurring interactions with JDPs or law enforcement
into alternative community-based care settings. Examples of such
infractions include disorderly conduct, disturbing the peace, and
trespassing. This approach is underpinned by the principle that
diversion should enhance the individual’s chances for rehabilitation
and reintegration into society (Aritiirk et al., 2024; Gittner et al.,
2023). Nonmaleficence is defined in terms of managing risks to
individual and public safety. It was operationalized as the decision
to arrest rather than divert for individuals charged with high-risk
offenses, which include actions that pose significant threats to the
safety and welfare of the individual (e.g., those at risk of victimization,
self-harm, or escalating justice involvement) or the community (e.g.,
violent crimes against property or persons). In addition, repeat
encounters with law enforcement were considered within the
nonmaleficence framework, as frequent justice system contact may
indicate a pattern of ongoing legal involvement or persistent
concerns that diversion alone, absent structured oversight, could
perpetuate a cycle of harm for both the individual and the com-
munity by failing to adequately address underlying needs or ensure
accountability. In these circumstances, arrest at Intercept 1 may
serve as both a protective safeguard and a structured intervention,
disrupting escalating cycles of risk while preserving the oppor-
tunity for connection to later stage alternatives, such as mental
health courts or intensive clinical supervision (Blais et al., 2022;
Liles et al., 2018; Pinals, 2017; Redlich & Han, 2014). This
perspective on nonmaleficence ensures that the integrity and safety
of individuals and communities are preserved by mitigating the
potential harms associated with the inappropriate diversion of
high-risk cases (Sirotich, 2009).

Taken together, this is a practical interpretation of nonmaleficence,
one that prioritizes structured intervention in high-risk cases to mit-
igate foreseeable harm. Although arrest may be viewed as causing
harm in many contexts, in JDP settings, it can function as a harm-
reduction mechanism when diversion would fail to prevent ongoing
risk to the individual or public. This framing recognizes that ethical
decision making in law enforcement often involves complex trade-
offs, in which no option is entirely without consequence. Our model,
therefore, centers nonmaleficence as the proactive prevention of
greater harm rather than the avoidance of all coercive action.
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When these conditions for beneficence and nonmaleficence are
met, we regard the decision as ethically aligned. Conversely, when
they are not met, the decision is considered ethically misaligned. For
example, diverting an individual charged with nonviolent trespassing,
who has no prior offenses, into a community-based mental health
program would be considered ethically aligned under these opera-
tional definitions. Similarly, arresting an individual with a high-risk
violent charge may be ethically aligned with nonmaleficence, as it can
prevent further harm to the public and enable access to formal
structures for supervision and support. For example, if an individual
charged with aggravated assault with a deadly weapon is diverted
instead of arrested, there is no mechanism to ensure accountability or
structured intervention. Unlike postbooking diversion models, such
as mental health courts, JDPs do not impose court-mandated treat-
ment or supervision. As a result, individuals with serious violent
offenses may be released without sufficient safeguards in place,
increasing the risk of further harm. Prearrest JDPs operate exclusively
at Intercept 1 as true prebooking diversion programs, meaning that
individuals diverted through these programs never enter the criminal
justice system and may not acquire a criminal record (Blais et al.,
2022). In comparison, mental health courts and other postbooking
diversion programs operate later in the system (e.g., Intercept 3) and
still involve formal court processing. For individuals with high-risk
offenses, diversion away from all criminal justice oversight may not
align with nonmaleficence, even if alternative sentencing options
exist at later intercepts (Liles et al., 2018; Pinals, 2017).

Variables

The study’s variables were carefully selected to provide a com-
prehensive understanding of the factors at play in diversion decisions.
Demographic variables included age, ethnicity, race, sex, and the
presence of a criminal history. Clinical variables provided insight into
the individual’s mental health and substance use background, crucial
for tailoring diversion programs effectively. Incident-related variables
captured the nature and severity of the behavioral crisis prompting the
JDP encounter, the professional’s response, and the immediate out-
come. Charge severity was categorized on the basis of Massachusetts
state law classifications and established risk assessment frameworks
(Lowder et al., 2021; Lowder & Foudray, 2021), prioritizing offenses
with a higher likelihood of immediate harm, recidivism risk, or public
safety concerns. Violent crimes (e.g., aggravated assault, homicide)
were considered more severe than nonviolent property offenses,
whereas sex offenses and arson were classified according to their
respective legal and public safety implications. The primary outcome
variable was whether the individual was diverted from the criminal
justice system to a nonjudicial setting. These variables were selected
to allow for a nuanced analysis of the dimensions guiding diversion
decisions and to assess the alignment of JDP outcomes with estab-
lished ethical norms, as we have defined them for this study.

Data Cleaning and Preparation

Our data set went through an extensive cleaning and preparation
phase to ready it for analysis. We identified and removed columns
with excessive null values to maintain data integrity. To simplify the
model and prevent overfitting, we consolidated categorical variables,
such as responder types, into broader categories. This involved using
one-hot encoding to transform these categories into binary indicators,

a process streamlined by pandas (a data manipulation library) and
numpy (a library for numerical operations in Python). A compre-
hensive explanation of our machine learning approach, including
inclusion and exclusion criteria and other essential aspects of the
model development process, is available in the online Supplemental
Materials.

Results

Our predictor model was developed in Python, using the scikit-
learn library for its rich set of functionalities. The libraries pandas
and numpy were instrumental in data structuring and performing
numerical computations, respectively. For constructing, evaluating,
and refining the model, we relied on specific modules within scikit-
learn: sklearn.metrics for assessing model performance, sklearn.-
model_selection for partitioning the data, sklearn.feature_selection
for identifying the most relevant variables, and sklearn.linear_model
for building the model.

Given the size and complexity of our data set, Python was
essential for both modification and model construction. Our analysis
identified logistic regression as an ideal foundation because of its
suitability for the binary nature of our target variable (i.e., diversion/
no diversion) and the predominance of categorical data. The
data set’s complexity, although not intricate by machine learning
standards, also stems from the nuanced behavioral and situational
variables crucial to jail diversion scenarios. To effectively capture
these interactions, which standard logistic regression may oversim-
plify, we developed a hybrid model integrating logistic regression
with selected machine learning techniques adept at interpreting
complex patterns.

In the variable selection process, we prioritized variables on
the basis of their statistical significance and predictive utility,
employing the sklearn.feature_selection module to guide our
choices. The selection criteria included the variables’ p values
(<.05) and their impact on model performance; we retained those
most contributory to predicting diversion outcomes. In addition,
we determined each significant variable’s influence on the likeli-
hood of diversion—whether positively or negatively—enhancing
the interpretability of our model and its practical applicability in
identifying factors that increase or decrease the chances of diversion.
Addressing multicollinearity was another critical step to ensure the
model’s reliability. Through correlation matrices and variance
inflation factor analyses, we identified variables that exhibited high
interdependence, which could skew the model’s predictions.
Variables with high variance inflation factor scores were carefully
evaluated, and decisions to adjust or exclude them were made on the
basis of their lack of significance and redundancy, thereby main-
taining the integrity of the predictive model.

Findings

The data set comprised 3,324 police encounters involving
behavioral crises, in which a chargeable offense was present, making
them eligible for potential diversion. These cases were evaluated on
the basis of charge severity, mental health status, substance use
history, and situational factors to assess how diversion decisions
aligned with ethical principles of beneficence and nonmaleficence.

Diversion outcomes were categorized into four distinct groups (see
Figure 1), reflecting both the operational definitions of beneficence
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Figure 1
Case Distribution by Diversion Suitability and Outcome
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and nonmaleficence used to define appropriate diversion in our
study and the actual diversion decisions. Overall, 71% of cases
were ethically aligned. The first group (i.e., cases that should have
been diverted and were) includes individuals with less severe
charges and limited prior police encounters, aligning with the
established diversion criteria. The second group (i.e., cases that
should have been diverted but were not) represents missed
opportunities—instances in which individuals met diversion criteria,
such as having minor charges and limited prior police interactions,
yet were not diverted. The third group (i.e., cases that should not
have been diverted but were) represents inappropriate diversions
and includes cases diverted despite presenting with severe charges
or a history of frequent police encounters, which would typically
warrant arrest rather than diversion. Last, the fourth group (i.e.,
cases that should not have been diverted and were not) includes
appropriate decisions to proceed with arrest—instances in which
individuals had serious charges and multiple prior law enforcement
interactions, supporting the decision against diversion.

Table 1 presents charge severity and repeat offenses in cases
that were either inappropriately diverted or not diverted despite
meeting criteria. Among severe cases, 73.3% of assault cases,
77.0% of domestic violence cases, and 66.7% of gun-related
offenses resulted in diversion, despite typically warranting arrest.
Conversely, approximately 23.7% of charges associated with
relatively minor offenses such as underage drinking or curfew vio-
lations, and which involved individuals with few prior encounters,
resulted in arrests.

Beyond charge severity and prior offenses, additional factors
influenced diversion decisions. Regression analysis results (see
Table 2) indicate that individuals assessed at a residence (OR = 3.21,
p < .001) and those with on-scene de-escalation (OR = 87.44, p <
.001) had markedly higher odds of diversion. Additional factors
associated with increased diversion likelihood included support
present on scene (OR = 3.97, p < .001), group housing status (OR =
3.20, p = .004), younger age (<18 years; OR = 3.38, p < .001) or
older age (>65 years; OR = 3.21, p < .001), and presentation with a

psychotic disorder (OR = 1.63, p < .001). In contrast, overnight
incidents (OR = 0.47, p < .001) and confirmed substance use during
the call (OR = 0.38, p < .001) were associated with lower odds of
diversion.

Table 3 displays the hybrid model, integrating logistic regression
with advanced machine learning techniques, used to identify key
predictors of diversion decisions, enhance model performance, and
improve evaluation accuracy. Positive predictors—variables that
increase the likelihood of diversion from the criminal justice system
to alternative care pathways or settings, whether or not outcomes
are ethically aligned—included instances of de-escalation at the
scene (f = 4.32, p < .001), involvement in less severe charges ( =
2.03, p < .001), and the diagnosis of a psychotic disorder (f = 0.34,
p < .001). Conversely, negative predictors—factors that decrease
the likelihood of diversion—included a history of substance use (f =
—0.93, p < .001), very severe charges (§ = —1.11, p < .001), and
incidents initiated by police contact (f =-0.65, p < .001). In addition,
daytime incidents were positively associated with diversion outcomes
(B = 0.30, p < .001), whereas overnight incidents were negatively
correlated (f =-0.34, p < .001). Race did not emerge as a significant
predictor of overall diversion decisions (p = .713).

Several variables demonstrated complex relationships when
ethical alignment was considered. For examination of predictors of
ethically appropriate diversion, Table 4 outlines variables associated
with alignment or misalignment based on our ethical criteria. Being
unhoused was positively associated with diversion overall (f =
0.029, p < .001), suggesting that individuals experiencing housing
instability were prioritized for diversion. However, when ethical
alignment was considered, unhoused status was negatively asso-
ciated with appropriate diversion (fp =—0.010, p < .001), indicating
that diversion decisions for this group were more likely to misalign
with established ethical principles. Age-related factors also dem-
onstrated differential effects. Young adults were positively asso-
ciated with both general diversion (f = 0.115, p = .004) and
ethically aligned diversion (f = 0.310, p < .001), suggesting that
they were appropriately diverted at higher rates. However, being
younger than 18 years was positively associated with general
diversion (f = 1.353, p < .001) but negatively associated with
ethical alignment (f = —0.594, p < .001), indicating that although
minors were frequently diverted, these decisions were more likely to
be inconsistent with ethical criteria.

Positive predictors of appropriate diversion as defined by our
ethical criteria included de-escalation (f = 0.71, p < .001), less
severe charges ( =2.23, p < .001), and assessments conducted at a
community or private residence (f = 0.24 and 0.18, respectively, p <
.001). Conversely, negative predictors, such as very severe charges
(B =-1.95, p < .001) and cognitive issues (p = -0.79, p < .001),
indicate a higher likelihood of inappropriate diversion. This can
occur either by diverting individuals who should not have been
diverted because of the severity and risk associated with their cases
or by failing to divert those who meet the criteria for diversion and
would benefit from alternative interventions. This distinction
highlights the importance of assessing both overall diversion rates
and the ethical integrity of those decisions.

Logistic Regression Performance

The model performance was assessed using accuracy, precision,
recall, and the F1 score. The F1 score is crucial for balancing
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Table 1

Cases and Diversion Outcomes by Charge Severity and Encounter History, Evaluated Against Principles of

Beneficence and Nonmaleficence

Total number Percentage of cases with

Charge severity of cases misaligned diversion decisions
Diverted
Most severe
Arson 5 100
Violent crime against a person (other than sex offense or domestic) 8 40
Very severe
Assault 333 73.30
Domestic 272 77
Sex offense (other than indecent exposure) 11 64.70
Severe and repeat encounter
Breaking and entering 10 22.70
Threats 100 47.20
Gun crime 14 66.70
Violation of court order 6 7.80
Not diverted
Severe and first encounter
Breaking and entering 7 15.90
Threats 4 1.90
Gun crime 0 0
Violation of court order 38 49.40
Moderate
Property destruction 7 7.10
Vandalism 3 9.70
Harassment 2 2.20
Drug crime 12 14.80
Violation of a restraining/harassment order 24 56.20
False police report 1 1.80
Theft 11 19.60
Operating under the influence 26 52
Less severe
Trespassing 15 1.80
Disorderly/disturbing the peace 24 4.10
Status offenses (e.g., curfew, underage drinking) 32 23.70
Indecent exposure 2 5.60
Vehicular crime (no bodily injury) 4 13.80

precision and recall, effectively evaluating the model’s ability to
identify suitable diversion cases. The model’s effectiveness is
highlighted by a receiver operating characteristic curve with an
area under the curve score of 0.91 (see Figure 2), demonstrating its
strong capability in differentiating appropriate cases for diversion.
Once again, our methodology of using the hybrid approach and
carefully selecting variables enhances the effectiveness of our
analyses, providing valuable insights into JDPs and guiding future
improvements.

Discussion

The implementation of police-led JDPs represents a significant
paradigm shift in law enforcement’s approach to behavioral crises,
highlighting a broader societal commitment to addressing mental
health issues with compassion. This shift underscores the need for
diverse JDP models—from specialized training for officers to
collaborative responses with clinicians—to be tailored to meet
varied community needs effectively (Pescosolido et al., 2021). As
jail diversion becomes increasingly recognized in legal and
clinical practice, exploring these models through the lens of ethical

principles is essential to more clearly establish standards of care in
terms of optimal JDP outcomes (Dempsey et al., 2023).

Our review of one state’s data, involving 21,964 incidents, 3,324 of
which were potential diversion cases, showcases law enforcement’s
proactive engagement in managing situations that extend beyond
conventional police activities. This involvement in noncriminal
interventions (i.e., behavioral crisis management) underscores
JDPs’ pivotal role in enhancing community welfare and aligns with
the growing movement toward the decriminalization of mental
illness (Draine et al., 2002; Watson et al., 2021).

Current Landscape: Predictors of Diversion/Arrest

The analysis of positive and negative predictors of current diver-
sions reveals the multifaceted challenges faced by decision makers in
one state’s JDPs, shedding light on the ethical considerations and
practical implications of these programs. First, the significant role
of on-scene supports in predicting favorable diversion outcomes
corroborates the importance of immediate and adequate support
during behavioral crisis interventions. When supports are available
on site, the potential for successful and appropriate diversion



POLICE-LED JAIL DIVERSION PROGRAMS 7

Table 2
Regression Analysis of Variables Affecting Diversion From Jail/Arrest (Not Considering Whether Outcomes Are Ethically Aligned)
Variable Total OR P 95% CI

Referral source

Police 1,626 Referent Referent

Community 1,523 1.858 <.001 [1.805, 2.09]

Self 90 4.759 .045 [2.501, 3.856]

Clinician 33 2.228 425 [1.556, 3.19]

Court 18 0.668 .002 [0.418, 1.068]
Professional responding to the call

Crisis intervention team trained officer 1,877 Referent Referent

Co-response clinician 1,423 1.735 2 [1.601, 1.88]

Police officer (no additional training) 24 1.043 322 [0.695, 1.566]
Supports on the scene

No 1,905 Referent Referent

Yes 1,419 3.971 <.001 [3.666, 4.302]
Repeat encounters

No 1,821 Referent Referent

Yes 1,300 0.882 131 [0.813, 0.957]
Sex

Male 2,071 Referent Referent

Female 1,235 1.38 .001 [1.284, 1.482]
Substance treatment history

Yes 1,299 Referent Referent

No 1,154 1.055 .057 [0.967, 1.15]
Assessment location

Community 1,828 Referent Referent

Residence 1,144 3.212 <.001 [2.94, 3.509]

Remote 140 1.715 .058 [1.424, 2.066]

Hospital 112 2.111 .882 [1.73, 2.574]
Shift

Day 2,076 Referent Referent

Evening 1,085 0.797 .077 [0.738, 0.861]

Overnight 163 0472 <.001 [0.399, 0.559]
State services

No 1,200 Referent Referent

Yes 1,084 0.72 .08 [0.657, 0.789]
Housing status

Private residence 1,683 Referent Referent

Unhoused 1,056 1.294 <.001 [1.186, 1.412]

Group residence 262 3.198 .004 [2.793, 3.663]
Age group

27-45 years 1,345 Referent Referent

46-65 years 961 0.944 .801 [0.87, 1.024]

19-26 years 501 1.024 .004 [0.922, 1.127]

>65 years 262 3.209 <.001 [2.797, 3.683]

<18 years 255 3.375 <.001 [2.901, 3.927]
De-escalation used during encounter

No 2,461 Referent Referent

Yes 863 87.441 <.001 [79.659, 95.983]
Diagnostic group of psychiatric/mental health presentation

No presenting psychiatric condition 115 Referent Referent

Psychotic disorder 870 1.628 <.001 [1.49, 1.782]

Mood disorder 808 1.247 72 [1.139, 1.365]

Cognitive issues 660 0.406 5 [0.36, 0.457]

Acute stress 377 0.97 456 [0.865, 1.088]
Prior encounters with the police

Yes 2,143 Referent Referent

No 801 2.33 .005 [2.116, 2.567]
Nature of the call

Criminal 1,867 Referent Referent

Medical 790 1.577 213 [1.444, 1.721]

Follow-up 164 1.271 .017 [1.07, 1.511]
Substance use

No 1,955 Referent Referent

Yes 736 0.375 <.001 [0.354, 0.409]
Race

‘White 2,470 Referent Referent

Black or African American 550 0.744 713 [0.677, 0.817]

(table continues)
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increases, indicating a structural advantage in managing crises
effectively (Rogers et al., 2019). Such supports, which may
include mental health professionals or crisis intervention teams,
provide the necessary resources to handle situations sensitively
and appropriately, thereby enhancing the quality of interventions

Table 3

Positive and Negative Predictors of Diversion in the Current
Landscape of Massachusetts Jail Diversion Programs (Not
Considering Whether Outcomes Are Ethically Aligned)

Jail diversion predictor P Coefficient (f)

Positive predictor

Less severe charge <.001 2.025
De-escalated <.001 4.323
Summoned <.001 3.097
No substances <.001 0.092
Additional supports on scene <.001 1.555
Age >65 years <.001 1.511
Unhoused <.001 0.029
Age <18 years <.001 1.353
Psychotic disorder <.001 0.343
Assessment at residence <.001 1.291
Daytime <.001 0.304
Age 19-26 years .004 0.115
Group residence .004 1.073
No prior police history .005 0.917
Age 27-45 years 016 0.078
First encounter .03 0.062
Self-referral .045 1.123
Negative predictor
Very severe charge <.001 -1.111
Used substances <.001 -0.933
Police referral <.001 —-0.645
No presenting psychiatric condition <.001 -0.992
Most severe charge <.001 -0.733
Severe charge <.001 -0.491
Overnight <.001 -0.339
Nature of call-criminal <.001 -0.778
Male <.001 —-0.198
Court referral .002 -0.228
Nature of call-follow-up 017 —-0.209
Hispanic/Latino .022 -0.428
Note. p = standardized beta coefficient.

Variable Total OR )4 95% CI

Asian 88 0.888 .070 [0.715, 1.103]

Native American/Indigenous 16 0.445 197 [0.27, 0.732]
Ethnicity

Not Hispanic/Latino 2,686 Referent Referent

Hispanic/Latino 359 0.625 .022 [0.559, 0.699]
Charge severity

Less severe 1,596 Referent Referent

Very severe 824 0.052 <.001 [0.047, 0.057]

Moderate 525 0.215 .070 [0.193, 0.239]

Severe 354 0.136 <.001 [0.121, 0.154]

Most severe 25 0.087 <.001 [0.058, 0.129]
Court summons

No 2,522 Referent Referent

Yes 344 24.172 <.001 [21.518, 27.154]
Note. CI = confidence interval.

that align with ethical duties of care (Balfour et al., 2022; Dewa
et al., 2018).

Equally important is our finding that current cases involving
aJDP response and less severe charge tend to be diverted, indicating
a preference for rehabilitation approaches over punitive actions.
This trend reflects an understanding that minor offenses often stem
from unaddressed behavioral health challenges. JDPs that recognize
these underlying factors can facilitate support and treatment aligned
with ethical standards (H. A. Wilson & Hoge, 2013).

In addition, our findings revealed that housing status significantly
influences diversion decisions. Unhoused individuals, or those
living in group residences, were more likely to be diverted overall.
This finding suggests a targeted approach within current JDPs to
prioritize individuals from unstable living conditions, recognizing
the compounded vulnerabilities they face (Broner et al., 2004;
Clifasefi et al., 2017; Harmon-Darrow et al., 2023). Prioritizing
housing for these individuals reflects a commitment to ethical care
by addressing an immediate need and underscores a broader societal
awareness about the impact of social determinants of health on both
physical and mental health (Balfour et al., 2022).

In this sample, severe charges significantly lowered the likelihood
of diversion, resulting in enhanced public safety by ensuring that
individuals who pose a serious risk are less likely to be diverted.
Severe charges often indicate the seriousness of the offense and
suggest a greater threat to public safety, which is a paramount
consideration in diversion decisions. This finding underscores the
careful consideration given to the nature and severity of offenses;
decisions to divert are balanced against potential risks to community
safety. Such decisions are grounded in the ethical principle of
nonmaleficence, ensuring that diversion does not inadvertently lead
to negative outcomes for the community (Fisher et al., 2006).

JDP programs, particularly those involving clinicians, can still
provide critical interventions, even in cases of arrest, by consulting
with court clinics and other services, ensuring that individuals
receive appropriate support and treatment regardless of the diversion
decision (Cuddeback et al., 2017). This approach demonstrates that
diversion is not an all-or-nothing scenario but, rather, part of a
broader continuum of care and intervention.

In addition, effective de-escalation strategies predict diversion in
this sample, highlighting the importance of training law enforcement
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Table 4
Positive and Negative Predictors of Ethically Aligned Diversion

Jail diversion predictor p Coefficient (B)

Positive predictor

Less severe charge <.001 2.225
Assessment at community <.001 0.24

Private residence <.001 0.179
Not summoned <.001 0.017
De-escalated <.001 0.707
First encounter <.001 0.396
Mood disorder <.001 0.07

Additional supports on scene <.001 0.497
Moderate charge <.001 1.123
Age 46-65 years <.001 0.045
Co-response clinician <.001 0.375
Age 27-45 years <.001 0.174
Age 19-26 years <.001 0.31

Remote assessment <.001 0.177
No presenting psychiatric condition .003 1.235
State services .004 0.105
Group residence .008 0.02

Native American .02 0.467

Negative predictor

Very severe charge <.001 -1.95

Unhoused <.001 -0.01

Severe charge <.001 -0.904
Age <18 years <.001 -0.594
No prior police history <.001 —0.169
Summoned <.001 -0.566
No substance treatment history <.001 -0.177
Evening <.001 -0.13

Acute stress <.001 -0.211
Nature of call-medical <.001 -0.546
Cognitive issues <.001 -0.786
Assessment at hospital <.001 -0.355
Most severe charge .015 -0.492
Black or African American .042 -0.048

Note. p = standardized beta coefficient.

officers in techniques that manage crises compassionately and reduce
escalation risks (Compton et al., 2014; Taheri, 2014). Similarly, the
time of day significantly influenced diversion decisions, with fewer
diversions occurring during overnight hours. This pattern likely
reflects the reduced availability of resources (Gilbert et al., 2023),
which may vary after hours and on weekends or holidays, poten-
tially leading to more arrests when alternatives are limited. We also
found that individuals presenting with a psychotic disorder were
more likely to be diverted, indicating JDP efforts to address
acute psychiatric symptoms with treatment-focused interventions
rather than arrest, thereby supporting efforts to decriminalize mental
illness (Steadman & Naples, 2005).

We found that substance use is a critical factor predicting arrest
in the current JDP landscape, reflecting its complex relationship
with criminal behavior and public safety. The association between
substance use and serious offenses may limit eligibility for diversion,
as intoxication can escalate aggressive, unpredictable, or criminal
tendencies (Hikansson & Jesionowska, 2018). Substance use com-
plicates treatment availability and acceptance, as effective diversion
relies on accessible treatment options and compliance (Steadman
& Naples, 2005). Therefore, individuals with a history of sub-
stance-related offenses present a dilemma for JDPs, which balance
potential diversion benefits against future offense risks (Link &
Hamilton, 2017).

Demographic factors, including age, gender, and ethnicity,
significantly influence current diversion outcomes. Older adults
(age 65 years and older) and individuals younger than 18 years
are more likely to be diverted because their vulnerabilities and
unique rehabilitation needs are acknowledged (Harmon-Darrow
et al., 2023; Kodama et al., 2023; Young et al., 2017). Although
diversion is positively predicted for adults (ages 27-45 years)
and young adults (ages 19-26 years), their impact is relatively
modest, highlighting the nuanced influence of age demographics
on diversion outcomes. Race was not found to be a significant
predictor of diversion or arrest, likely reflecting ongoing initiatives
to address implicit bias in law enforcement (Massachusetts General
Court, 2018). Demographic factors including sex and ethnicity
predicted arrest in some instances, as did some situational factors,
suggesting potential systemic disparities that warrant further
research. These observations also necessitate a deeper examination
of broader socioeconomic and environmental factors influencing
criminal behavior and jail diversion decisions (D. B. Wilson
et al., 2018).

Predictors of Diversion Outcomes: Factors Influencing
Alignment With Ethical Criteria in JDPs

In addition to examining predictors of actual outcomes of
JDPs within one state, we analyzed factors influencing diversion
decisions that align with or deviate from the ethical principles of
beneficence and nonmaleficence. The presence of co-response
clinicians, for instance, predicts ethically aligned diversion decision
making and outcomes, underscoring the value of multidisciplinary
teams in enhancing crisis intervention assessments (Bailey et al.,
2022; Yang & Lu, 2024).

We found, on the basis of our ethical analysis of diversion
patterns, that very severe charges predicted outcomes that deviated
from our framework. Specifically, some cases that, according to our
criteria grounded in beneficence and nonmaleficence, should have

Figure 2
Receiver Operating Characteristic Curve for Diversion Prediction
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resulted in arrest were inappropriately diverted. This suggests that
decision makers within JDPs may face pressure to divert cases,
leading to potential risks to public safety. Conversely, less severe
charges remained a significant predictor of ethically aligned diversion
outcomes, supporting the goal of addressing behavioral health
challenges without subjecting individuals to the detrimental effects of
criminal justice involvement (Morabito, 2007).

Regarding demographics, even though being younger than 18
years was positively associated with diversion overall, it negatively
predicted ethically aligned diversion outcomes. This suggests
that although individuals in this age group were more likely to be
diverted, these diversions were also more likely to misalign with
risk-based ethical criteria. This may be because of a tendency to
protect these individuals from the criminal justice system without
adequately addressing the root causes of behaviors that escalate to
criminal incidents (Badaru, 2023). Recent juvenile justice reforms
and legal changes have encouraged the diversion of such individuals
to rehabilitation and support programs rather than subjecting them to
punitive measures (International Association of Chiefs of Police,
2018). These reforms emphasize a holistic approach to juvenile
justice, addressing the root causes of criminal behavior and pro-
moting long-term positive outcomes.

Our analysis identified other demographic factors associated with
outcomes that did not consistently align with our established ethical
criteria. We observed, among these factors, a small but statistically
significant association related to racial identity, which warrants
careful consideration alongside other variables in understanding
diversion decision patterns. This means that decisions to divert or
not divert were often not aligned with the most appropriate course of
action, such as being arrested when diversion was more suitable
or being diverted when arrest was warranted. This may be because of
underlying biases, inconsistent application of diversion criteria, or
systemic issues that result in decisions that do not accurately reflect
the individual’s circumstances (Schaible et al., 2021) and warrant
further exploration. In addition, although unhoused status was a
positive predictor of diversion overall, it was also linked to out-
comes that misaligned with our ethical criteria. This pattern suggests
that although diversion was more likely for this population, these
decisions did not consistently align with nonmaleficence. When
unhoused individuals were diverted despite more severe charges
(e.g., domestic violence, weapon-related offenses) or a history of
repeat offenses, which our operational criteria typically associate
with arrest, it raises concerns about inconsistent decision making in
higher risk cases (Rivas-Vazquez et al., 2009). Without adequate
long-term support, such diversion may lead to repeated justice
system contact rather than sustainable intervention (Clifasefi et al.,
2017; Harmon-Darrow et al., 2023).

Understanding the Ethical Alignment of
Current JDP Outcomes: Considerations of
Beneficence and Nonmaleficence

The large percentage of current JDP decisions within
Massachusetts that are ethically aligned reflects a deep-seated
commitment to the ethical principles of beneficence and non-
maleficence. By prioritizing diversion for individuals with less
severe charges and minimal prior police encounters, current JDPs
demonstrate a nuanced application of beneficence, focusing on the

potential for positive individual and societal outcomes (D. B.
Wilson et al., 2018; Zgierska et al., 2021).

This approach not only underscores the intrinsic value of sup-
porting individuals in their rehabilitation journey but also aligns with
a body of literature advocating for the judicious use of discretion in
law enforcement (Del Pozo et al., 2021; Maile et al., 2023). Research
suggests that when law enforcement officers exercise discretion,
with an emphasis on rehabilitation and community welfare, it can
lead to more favorable outcomes for both the individuals involved
and the broader community. Moreover, recent studies indicate that
collaborative models involving law enforcement and mental health
services effectively reduce arrests and improve care access (Balfour
et al., 2022). A systematic review suggests that integrating com-
munity resources with law enforcement and mental health profes-
sionals significantly improves recovery outcomes and lightens the
criminal justice system’s load (Harmon-Darrow et al., 2023).

The strategic use of law enforcement discretion, informed by
an understanding of the individual’s circumstances and needs,
resonates with the principles of therapeutic jurisprudence.
This legal philosophy advocates for legal processes that strive to
improve the well-being of individuals, suggesting that the law can
act as a therapeutic agent (Wexler & Winick, 1996). In the context
of JDPs, the application of discretion based on the principles of
therapeutic jurisprudence can transform the interaction between
law enforcement and individuals experiencing behavioral crises
into an opportunity for positive intervention, ultimately benefiting
both the individual and the community (Arrigo, 2004).

However, deviations from our ethically aligned diversion criteria
in current JDPs potentially compromise public safety and challenge
the principle of nonmaleficence (Anderson et al., 2007; Haddad &
Geiger, 2020). The tendency to divert individuals with severe
charges may reflect pressures on law enforcement to reduce incar-
ceration rates, linked to broader societal demands for a shift from
punitive to rehabilitative justice. These demands, often spurred by
public advocacy, legislative changes, and community expectations—
especially after high-profile incidents—call for reduced use of force
and lower prison populations (White et al., 2023). In addition,
inadequate risk assessment protocols may fail to properly identify
public safety risks, whereas insufficient training on balancing mental
health needs with public safety concerns may leave officers ill
equipped to navigate complex cases (Dempsey et al., 2023).
Addressing these issues could involve implementing structured
decision-making tools that incorporate both clinical and risk factors as
well as enhancing training on the ethical dimensions of diversion
decisions.

Similarly, the failure to divert individuals with less severe
but recurrent offenses raises concerns about the consistency and
fairness of diversion practices. This practice could be due to
resource limitations or systemic biases, which not only undermine
beneficence by depriving individuals of necessary support but also
diminish nonmaleficence by subjecting these individuals to harsh
punitive measures (Caldwell et al., 2006). Officers often make
these decisions under time constraints and with limited diversion
resources, which may lead to a reliance on subjective discretion.
When there are no standardized guidelines to assist in determining
when diversion is appropriate, these cases risk being handled
inconsistently, further contributing to misalignment.

The failure to divert individuals with less severe offenses par-
ticularly impacts individuals with SMI, because inappropriate



POLICE-LED JAIL DIVERSION PROGRAMS 11

criminalization fails to address underlying health needs and
exacerbates stigma (Watson et al., 2021). Addressing these gaps
requires both structural and procedural changes, including
increased funding for diversion programs, expanded availability
of crisis-trained personnel, and the development of clearer
diversion criteria to guide officer decision making. More broadly,
JDP outcomes are also influenced by structural factors that extend
beyond the scope of individual programs (Mehari et al., 2024).
Resource constraints, variability in behavioral health system
coordination, and differing levels of policy support for diversion
efforts can create challenges—even when programs are guided by
ethically grounded frameworks. In addition, societal ambivalence
about mental illness, expectations of personal accountability within
the justice system, and discomfort with mandated treatment or law
enforcement involvement in clinical care can complicate efforts to
implement diversion practices aligned with beneficence and non-
maleficence (Watson et al., 2021). Strengthening partnerships
between law enforcement, mental health professionals, and com-
munity organizations can also enhance diversion efficacy, ensuring
that individuals receive appropriate care and support. Ethically
aligned diversion programs are essential to ensure that individuals
receive proper mental health interventions rather than undue
penalization, promoting both individual rehabilitation and long-term
public safety (Balfour et al., 2022; Shapiro et al., 2015).

Interestingly, several factors were consistent predictors of both
general and ethically aligned diversion outcomes, such as less severe
charges, de-escalated situations, first encounters, additional supports
on the scene, being an adult, being a young adult, and living in a
group residence. These consistent predictors demonstrate robust
indicators of effective and ethical diversion practices. However,
factors such as unhoused status, being issued a summons instead of
facing immediate arrest, having no prior police history, and being
younger than 18 years, while predicting general diversion, became
negative predictors of ethical outcomes. This suggests that these
factors can lead to decisions misaligned with beneficence and
nonmaleficence, either diverting individuals who should be arrested
or arresting those who should be diverted (Beauchamp & Childress,
2013; Watson et al., 2021). For instance, when individuals with
these characteristics are diverted without structured follow-up care
or appropriate support services, it can result in repeated justice system
encounters. In cases in which diversion lacks sufficient linkages to
treatment, housing, or other stabilizing resources, individuals may
continue to cycle through the system without meaningful intervention
(Caldwell et al., 2006; Shapiro et al., 2015). This highlights the
importance of ensuring that diversion includes sustained care, not
just short-term crisis response, aligning with ethical principles that
prioritize both individual well-being and community safety
(Anderson et al., 2007; Dempsey et al., 2023).

Our findings indicate that severity of charge and repeat police
encounters can be important considerations for ethical diversion
decisions, as they help ensure that decisions are made on the basis of
objective and relevant factors. Although socioeconomic status,
housing stability, and racial background do influence outcomes, using
them directly as criteria could introduce bias (Gittner et al., 2023;
Watson et al., 2021). Further research is needed to integrate these
social determinant factors into JDP practices fairly and objectively
while providing a framework of concrete criteria. Recognizing the
uniqueness of each case and allowing professional discretion are
essential for sound decision making (Harmon-Darrow et al., 2023).

The ethical challenge in diversion decisions lies in balancing
beneficence and nonmaleficence, carefully weighing the potential
benefits against the risks to both individual and community safety
(Case et al., 2009). Maintaining a judicious, well-calibrated approach
to diversion that supports both the individual, as informed by ethical
principles and therapeutic justice goals, and public safety is crucial.
Such a balanced approach ensures that diversion practices are ethi-
cally sound and pragmatically effective, reflecting a true commitment
to the well-being of all involved (Skeem & Lowenkamp, 2016).

Whereas this study focused on police-led diversion at Intercept 1,
the ethical challenges identified here also raise important questions
about the structure and scope of crisis response systems more
broadly. Upstream alternatives at Intercept O, such as community
responder teams, peer-led crisis response, and public health-led
programs, offer promising models that may reduce the need for law
enforcement involvement altogether (Balfour et al., 2022; Watson
et al., 2021). Expanding the availability of these approaches could
help alleviate some of the ethical tensions observed in JDP decision
making by shifting crisis intervention toward preventive, health-
centered systems (Dempsey et al., 2023).

Limitations and Future Directions

This study’s exploration of JDP decision-making processes and
ethical considerations is informed by criteria for determining
diversion eligibility based on definitions of beneficence and
nonmaleficence that were developed to guide our analysis. These
definitions may not fully encapsulate the breadth of ethical con-
siderations or all issues that JDPs face in real-world settings.
However, given the overlap between behavioral crisis response and
ethical considerations in healthcare, beneficence and nonmaleficence
were prioritized because of their direct relevance in real-time
diversion decisions, in which officers must balance immediate
individual crisis response with considerations of public safety.
Moreover, findings from our analysis of what we defined as ethically
aligned case outcomes of current JDPs revealed that being unhoused,
being younger than 18 years, or having no prior police history
predicted a misaligned outcome. These counterintuitive findings
suggest that our framework for ethical alignment, although theo-
retically sound, may not fully capture the complexity of real-world
diversion decisions in which multiple competing considerations must
be balanced simultaneously.

Several factors may limit the internal and statistical validity of
this study. Although the data set is derived from a standardized,
statewide JDP database, officer discretion in identifying and
recording chargeable offenses could introduce variability, particu-
larly in cases in which behavioral crises intersect with ambiguous or
lower level infractions. Differences in how officers perceive the
severity of an incident, categorize offenses, or determine the dis-
position of a crisis contact may influence how cases are evaluated
against ethical criteria. In addition, although our analysis accounted
for key factors influencing diversion decisions, unmeasured
confounders—including officer training, department policies, and
situational dynamics—may influence case outcomes. Statistically,
although our predictive models demonstrated strong classification
accuracy, future work should assess potential biases in how diversion
decisions are applied across different contexts and explore whether
alternative analytic approaches could further refine ethical outcome
classifications.
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Whereas this study leveraged statewide data from Massachusetts,
findings may not generalize to jurisdictions with different funding
structures, JDP eligibility criteria, or law enforcement roles in
diversion. In addition, whereas our focus was on Intercept 1 (police-
led diversion), it is important to acknowledge that effective crisis
response requires a continuum of interventions across intercepts,
including Intercept 0 (community-based prevention) and post-
booking interventions such as mental health courts. Future research
should assess how ethical diversion decisions vary across system
intercepts, examining whether the principles guiding JDP outcomes
at Intercept 1 translate to alternative crisis response models and later
stage interventions. Future research should also examine how
broader systemic factors, including differences in community
mental health infrastructure, Medicaid eligibility, and state-level
funding models, influence the availability and consistency of
diversion pathways. Investigating how these upstream conditions
affect ethical alignment could provide insight into structural barriers
and inform system-level improvements.

In addition, ethical decision making in JDPs should be explored
beyond the principles of beneficence and nonmaleficence. Although
these principles provide a strong foundation, justice (e.g., racial and
socioeconomic disparities in diversion decisions) and autonomy
(e.g., the role of individual consent in diversion eligibility) warrant
further investigation. In addition, examining how officers, clin-
icians, and diverted individuals perceive ethical alignment in real-
world decision making through qualitative methods could provide a
richer, more nuanced understanding of ethical diversion criteria.
Refining risk assessment tools may improve consistency in diver-
sion decisions while ensuring that ethical principles remain central.
Longitudinal studies tracking diverted individuals’ legal, clinical,
and social outcomes would also provide critical insights into
whether ethically aligned diversion decisions lead to sustained
improvements in public safety and individual well-being.

Constraints on Generality

These findings are based on a statewide, standardized JDP
database from Massachusetts and may not generalize to jurisdictions
with different data collection methods, diversion criteria, or law
enforcement procedures. Although the operational definitions of
beneficence and nonmaleficence used here are grounded in widely
accepted ethical frameworks, applying them in other contexts may
require adaptation based on local statutes, resources, and community
needs. The materials (e.g., data entry forms, variables) and pro-
cedures (e.g., officer-led diversion decisions) are specific to this
setting and may yield different results elsewhere. However, we
believe that the core analytic approach—evaluating diversion
outcomes through ethical principles—could be applied across
diverse settings. Variations in participant demographics, department
policies, or community resources may impact outcomes, but
the fundamental framework of ethical evaluation should remain
relevant.

Conclusion

In our study, the majority of diversion decisions adhered to
the “ethically aligned” criteria that we set forth, showcasing a
commitment to ethical practices within JDPs. However, instances of
misalignment with these criteria emphasize the importance of

ongoing ethical reflection and dialogue. Engaging in dialogue,
informed by the broader literature on law enforcement discretion
and therapeutic jurisprudence, can enrich the ethical framework
guiding JDPs. This practice encourages a holistic view of justice
that integrates considerations of individual well-being, public
safety, and community health, ensuring that diversion practices are
both ethically sound and pragmatically effective.

Moreover, both positive and negative predictors of diversion in
the current landscape, when ideal (i.e., ethically aligned) outcomes
are considered, represent a unique challenge in diversion decision
making. This reflects the complex interplay of individual circum-
stances and systemic factors within JDPs. Balancing the imperative
to prioritize individual well-being and rehabilitation with the need to
ensure public safety requires a nuanced understanding of these
predictors. By continuing to study these factors, JDPs can better
identify areas for improvement and ensure that their practices align
with fairness and effectiveness, supporting the goal of enhanced
individual health and community welfare and justice.
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