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•	 Collaborative psychopharmacology— 
symptoms of mental illness improve 
when clients are included in the medi-
cal decision-making process.

•	 Assertive community treatment—
providing services to clients in their 
community as opposed to a clinical 
setting such as an outpatient clinic or 
psychiatric hospital.

•	 Family psychoeducation—educating 
family members about mental illness 
as well as the effects of mental illness, 
enhancing interpersonal relations, 
and encouraging a supportive support  
system.

•	

	 Illness management and recovery—supporting clients to take responsibility for 
their recovery in an effort to manage their illness.

•	 Integrated dual disorders treatment—focusing on issues of mental illness and 
substance abuse simultaneously in an integrated approach.119

Mental Health Courts
The concept of mental health courts developed from the drug court model in the late 
1980s. The first mental health court was created in 1997 in Broward County, Florida. 
In 2000, President Clinton signed the America’s Law Enforcement and Mental Health 
Project bill. This bill authorized the establishment of up to 100 mental health courts and 
allocated $10 million a year, for up to four years, to maintain these courts.120 As with 
drug courts, a major reason for establishing mental health courts was to address the large 
proportion of individuals with mental illnesses involved in the criminal justice system. 
Thus, “like drug courts and other ‘problem-solving courts,’ . . . mental health courts move 
beyond the criminal court’s traditional focus on case processing to address the root causes 
of behaviors that bring people before the court.”121 The goals of mental health courts 
include increasing public safety for communities, increasing treatment participation and 
quality of life for offenders, and enhancing the use of resources in various communities.122

Based on a “working definition,” mental health courts share some common features. 
First, this is a specialized court for offenders with mental health illnesses. Second, as 
noted above, this court focuses more on problem-solving approaches. Third, participants 
in this court are identified through a series of mental health screenings and assessments. 
Fourth, these offenders voluntarily participate in a judicially supervised treatment plan. 
Finally, there are incentives for adherence to the treatment as well as sanctions for nonad-
herence.123 There are, however, variations among the different mental health courts, such 
as target population, charge accepted (i.e., misdemeanor or felony), plea arrangement, 
intensity of supervision, program duration, and type of treatment available.

Most of the mental health court participants suffer from serious mental illnesses. The 
term mental illness covers a broad range of psychological disorders. Within the group 
of disorders considered serious are those illnesses that are severe and persistent, such as 
schizophrenia, schizoaffective disorder, bipolar disorder, severe depression, and anxiety 
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mental health courts: 
courts established 
to address the large 
proportion of individuals 
involved in the criminal 
justice system who have 
mental illnesses.
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