The Crisis Intervention Team (CIT) Program
Because budget constraints, economic factors, and
social problems have generated emnormous numbers
of homeless people, dumped-onto-the-streets mental
patients who formerly would have been hospitalized
as inpatients, many more mentally disturbed people
now come into contact with the general public than
ever before. Consequently, the Memphis city govern-
ment, the mental health community, and the police
department realized that incidents of police involve-
ment with the mentally ill had resulted in the men-
tally ill themselves being vulnerable to serious harm
and the increased possibility of police officers,
untrained in dealing with the mentally ill, getting se-
riously injured or even killed. Why can’t mental healch
workers take care of the enormous numbers of emo-
tionally out-of-control people on the streets? Because
it is a physical and fiscal impossibility to put enough
mental health workers onto the streets to monitor
and serve the needs of these out-of-control people and
to do so in accordance with the “least restrictive envi-
ronment” movement in a democratic society.
Spearheadedbythelocalaffiliate of the Alliance for
the Mentally Ill, the Memphis Police Department, the
mental health community, the city government, and
the counselor education and social work depart-
ments of two local universities formed a unique and
creative alliance for the purpose of developing and
implementing proactive and preventive methods
of containing emotionally explosive situations in
the streets that frequently lead to violence. Because
the police were the first and often the only responsible
officials on the scene of an out-of-control situation,
calling in outside consultants proved unworkable.
Therefore, the unique and cohesive alliance of several
important community groups determined thart highly
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cople who do not quite l‘faye the courage to kill them-
celves engage in some acrivity that‘ gains the attention
of the police. Once (,‘hc police arrive, they enga:ge the
olice in a threarening manner and succeed in get-
P~ng chemselves shot. In short, the cops complete the
;ilicide (Lindsay & l,,ci,('cr, 2004). \X/e will speak to this
phenomena More ”T thaptgf 8, Crisis of Lethality. Po-
lice are highly aware of t111§ dangc::ous phenomenon
and are also very interested in learning how to handle
it (Lindsay & Lester, 2004; Vermette, Pinals, & Apple-
baum, 2005). Indeed, the research suggests that tighter
bonds and coordinartion between police and mental
health providers such as occurs in CIT programs can
reduce this phenomenon (Dewey, Allwood, Fava, Arias,
Pinizzortto, & Schlesinger, 2013). At least in Memphis
we believe the ability of the police to avoid helping
complete this suicidal act and to reduce other mortali-
ties is directly atcributable to CIT training. Although
no figures exist to determine how many persons have
been injured while being taken into protective custody
during the 20-plus years CIT has been in operation,
statistics indicate that injuries to officers have been re-
duced significantly. Furthermore, barricade situations
have also been reduced significantly. The advent of
the CIT program has almost put the Memphis Police
Department hostage negortiation team ourt of business
because CIT officers arriving on the scene are often
able to defuse and control the situation before the hos-
tage team arrives (James, 1994, pp. 189-190).

Why is this so? A number of studies (Bonfine,
Ritrer, & Munetz, 2014; Compton ect.al.,, 2006, 2014a;
Ellis, 2014) have examined a number of variables of CI'T
officers immediately before and after undergoing CIT
training. After training, those officers demonscrared
much-improved arttitudes, more support for treat-
ment, more knowledge, less social distancing, more
confidence in dealing with the mentcally ill, and less
stigmatization of them. In summary, besides their in-
creased skill at defusing and de-escalacting the violent
mentally ill and emotionally disturbed, CIT police of-
ficers have become some of the most caring and con-
cerned crisis workers the mentally ill have.



