Access to Justice: A Review of the Existing Evidence of the Experiences of Adults with Mental Health Problems

Summary of Key Findings
· Adults with mental health problems are over-represented in populations of offenders.
· Adults with mental health problems are more at risk of crime victimisation than the general population, even after controlling the demographic variables.
· Adults with mental health problems are likely to experience higher rates of some civil justiciable problems, such as debt, financial arrear and relationship breakdown.
· Promising practice, in terms of criminal justice systems for offenders with mental health problems, appears to be a more integrated model of criminal justice, housing, mental health services and social services.
· Some promising practice is emerging from civil justice advice projects which specifically target adults with mental health problems where mental health has been seen to improve, as have social welfare outcomes.
· There is evidence prejudicial attitudes within the criminal justice system may result in negative justice outcomes for adults with mental health problems.
· Discrimination and prejudice against mental health problems may deter people from disclosing their illness, seeking advice or support, for fear of disclosure.
· Mainstream advice agencies work with clients who also have mental health problems and would benefit from further training to be able to work effectively with this group.
The review suggested some potential areas of future research and policy development including:

Research

· Evaluations that seek to understand the underlying mechanisms may cause positive outcomes in terms of criminal justice.  For example, the effects of referral and assessment processes, multi-agency working, availability of local mental health services and attitudes of staff of criminal justice agencies.  This could be approached with a critical realist synthesis of existing research however, only where enough information exists on the processes involved in each intervention.
· Critical discourse analysis of legal language used to describe and discuss mental health.
· Generally, there needs to be more research into the experiences and outcomes for adults with mental health problems in the domains of civil or non-criminal justice.
· More research is needed on the interaction of the effects on certain mental health problems, symptoms and coping strategies, with risks of offending and victimisation.
· More research, possibly action research, to understand the effects of improved understanding of mental health amongst mainstream civil legal advice and pseudo-legal advice services for adults with mental health problems.
· More research to identify and apply theories of organisation to civil and criminal justice processes, to identify how understanding and awareness of mental health and inter-agency working can be improved.

Policy

· Working towards more integrated criminal justice mental health teams, which facilitate communication and information sharing between agencies and which can be pro-active if a client experiences problems, is encouraged.
· More strategic guidelines for integrating the conflicting goals of ensuring justice is done and providing effective treatment should be available for local agencies particularly to facilitate and stimulate local multi-agency cooperation around mental health and offending.  This has been done through a strategic response to drug using offenders, for example , through which national treatment and criminal justice interventions have been jointly developed.
· Further training and awareness-raising to challenge prejudicial attitudes amongst civil and criminal legal service provides, should be instigated for which valuable lessons can be learnt from the experience of anti-race discrimination practices and initiatives to tackle domestic violence.  This policy should draw upon what is learnt through the above-recommended research.
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