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Over the past 200 years, a tension has existed 
between care and custody as responses to 

people with mental health conditions.
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In the late 20th century, new issues of 
custody re-emerged in mental health. 
People who could not access adequate 
social services and medical care 
became vulnerable to arrest in an era 
of mass incarceration.

Police departments began conducting 
trainings to foster a better 
understanding of mental health 
conditions. Advocates have argued for 
a less coercive and more community-
based approach to recovery.

Police officers with a Crisis 
Intervention Team, which  
had received training in 
 de-escalation techniques for  
mental health emergencies. 
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At one time, this jail held 
9,000 people and about 
one-third of them had a 

mental health condition.
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Social reformers in the 1800s 
advocated for asylums as 
isolated environments intended 
to provide care away from 
society. Between 1880 and 1920, 
public asylums focused more 
on custody as they became 
overcrowded and underfunded. 

By World War II, public 
asylums held around half a 
million people, prompting 
advocates to call for change.
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A dining hall for African 
Americans residents at 

St. Elizabeths Hospital in 
Washington, D.C., 1915
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Design proposal of the Sheppard 
Asylum by Calvert Vaux, 1860
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President John F. Kennedy signed  
legislation in 1963 that allocated funds  

for new community mental health centers. 
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Author and activist Judi Chamberlin fought 
against the coercive treatment of people  
with psychiatric histories. Her  
work inspired a  
new vision of  
peer-support services.
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Beginning in the 1950s, changes in psychiatry, mental health policy, and 
the law converged to create a more inclusive vision of mental health. 

Agencies including the National Institute of Mental Health advocated 
for new centers that provided outpatient and inpatient services in local 
communities. Advocates also argued against coercive treatments and have 
worked to protect the rights of people with mental health conditions.


