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A Brief Overview

POLICE / SOCIAL WORK PARTNERSHIP PROGRAMS
By: Charles W. Dean, Richard Lumb, Kevin M. Proctor and James Klopovic

 

Definition:

A problem solving collaboration among police and service agencies to collectively address issues of domestic violence, mental health, victimization and other chronic community problems with focus on children by placing a clinical social worker in a neighborhood problem area.

 

 Introduction:  

A police/social work partnership provides a coordinated community response from a plurality of agencies to deal with severe personal and family problems signaled by recurring calls for police service. Traditionally, police, social service and mental health share the most difficult portion of the others’ client caseloads but there has been little interagency communication or cooperation. Effective intervention and prevention requires more than police action and goes beyond the capability of any single agency.  This partnership is the next logical step in the development of community policing and recognizes that police often serve as front line mental health/social service workers. It summons a multi-agency response to problems that threaten the whole community.

 

 What Social Worker Partners Do: 

Partnership programs consistently report that their major areas of service involve domestic violence, service to other victims and mental health related calls for service.  Usually police calls for service are crisis situations. The key elements in crisis intervention involve Response, Stabilization, and Prevention. Typically, police fulfill their mandate when they respond, restore order and leave. Social workers continue the stabilization with a focus on prevention by assessing needs, providing services and making referrals for services to deal with the problems that precipitated the call for service. Social workers accept walk in cases and referrals from patrol officers who are familiar with recurring, problematic individuals and families in the community. The clinical social worker responds with the officer or the next day when the situation is less volatile. They provide 24-hour immediate onsite response that includes needs assessment, crisis intervention techniques and appropriate referrals to other agencies if necessary.  Police social workers stabilize situations by developing a service plan of support, which often includes procuring food, clothing, housing, financial support in addition to counseling and mediation.   This is done while linking the client to appropriate agencies such as rape crisis, battered women shelters, detoxification facilities and public/mental health services. Prevention efforts are supported by preventive patrols where social workers return periodically to problem sites to monitor client progress.  Court advocacy, continued counseling, and follow up are all essential to the preventive effort.

 How to Implement a Police/Social Work Partnership:

Police/Social work partnerships require hard work and diligent effort to succeed.  The essential elements that are requisite to development of a successful partnership program are described below:

 

1. Assemble a Governance Structure and Leadership Body: This emerges from the needs assessment and involves key leaders in early decision making. The first step is for police managers to meet with area mental/public health managers. If there is consensus, these leaders convene a group of stakeholders whose early involvement is requisite to later cooperation. 

2. Procure Stable Funding involving public, private and private non-profit sectors: There must be strong potential for secure funding or it is better not to start. This requires contact with city and county officials. Several agencies will share expenses but the mental health, public health and social services partnership is essential to stable funding that is requisite to quality service. 

3. Identify Sponsoring Organizations: These have legal authority, receive funds, hire staff and evaluate.

4. Produce Performance Measures at Each Organizational Level: These are clear, realistic and measurable program goals and objectives that guide program operation, provide for necessary adjustments and can be used as benchmarks to measure success.
5. Identify Geographical Target area - Locate Social Workers in High Problem Areas: Jurisdictional boundaries of criminal justice agencies are narrower than those of other agencies that cover counties or regions.  Serious problem families often have members from other criminal justice jurisdictions, so city/county boundaries and agency service areas are critical considerations. Locating social workers in high problem areas facilitates interaction with patrol officers, provides access to police records and encourages a sense of community.

6. Identify Target Populations and Problems: While criminal justice agencies use statutory definitions, other agencies cannot be so precise and the crimes committed do not necessarily define root problems. Crime, victimization, mental health, domestic violence and substance abuse problems are often inseparable. 

7. Develop Realistic Long Term Time Frame: Effective partnerships are not based on contracts but on trustful relationships that require time and effort.

8. Recruit and Cross-Train Qualified, Dedicated Staff and Volunteers. Permanent qualified staff is necessary and these can be augmented by volunteers. Cross-train patrol officers, social workers and other agency staff on essential duties and responsibilities to enhance communication/understanding and facilitate effective program operation.

9. Collect Data: Reaching organizational goals require complete, accurate and consistent data to guide program development and evaluate progress.

10. Utilize Data to Reassess Needs And Services In Light Of Newly Formed Partnerships:  The newly formed partnerships are new community problem solving organizations that can assess needs, focus community resources on other problems and plan for future problem areas. The current problem may be domestic violence, but later, could be mental health problems, gangs or substance abuse.

 

 What to Expect from a Police/Social Work Partnership Program:

No amount of training could ever convey the benefits of the partnership, prevention, and organizational change elements of community policing as well as the hands-on demonstration provided by working with a police/social work partnership.

The list below includes some of the major benefits observed.

 

Benefits for Clients:


1.        Juveniles diverted from the juvenile justice system to more appropriate service 


agencies.

2.        Coordinate with police, parents, schools and juvenile court relative to needs of individual juveniles and develop community based delinquency prevention activities. 

3.        Public health agencies involved with clients who need basic medical care and preventive services.

4.        Mental health treatment for those who do not qualify for institutional care but who have great difficulty adjusting in community settings.

5.        Increases substance abuse intervention services for clients referred by police.

6.        Increases attention by social service to child neglect and abuse and children who witness domestic violence in problem homes.

7.        Increases services for elderly with basic service needs such as food/shelter and those who require other more specialized services.

8.        Reduced calls for domestic violence since recurring callers will be in treatment and some first time callers receive preventive care.

9.        Increased satisfaction among community clients who call for police services.

10.     Services provided to individuals who could not or would not use services of established agencies.

 

Benefits for the Community:

1.        Sharp reduction in the number of repeat calls for service.

2.        Document need for multi agency involvement in difficult cases.

3.        Sharpened focus and increased agency services for the most desperately needy, previously unserved or underserved cases.

4.        Significantly increased communication, interaction and mutual respect among patrol and direct service staff of service agencies so they share responsibility, rather than blame each other.

5.        Documented multi-agency permanent problem identification and solving capacity involving the entire community.

6.        Increased community preparedness for emergency trauma and natural disaster situations.

7.        Service needs and budget request presented to appointed and elected officials in a less competitive, more effective way
The police/social work partnership program is a “win-win” for all who are involved in the program or who received services from this partnership.

