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“In prison” & “In Youth 
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This booklet is about Liaison and Diversion Services which 

can help people with a learning / developmental disability / 

mental health condition who are involved in the criminal 

justice system (i.e. have been arrested, are undergoing a 

trial at court, or are in prison / youth custody on remand 

while waiting for their trial). The booklet gives information 

about what Liaison and Diversion Services are, what they do, 

and how they might be able to help your son/daughter. 

 

This booklet does not give you information on what happens 

during a police arrest, the court process, prison/youth 

custody, or probation. Other booklets in the series provide 

more information on these aspects of the criminal justice 

system (see page 1). There is also a booklet on Youth 

Offending Teams. 

 

How to use this booklet 

You can use the sections in this booklet when you need to, it 

might be helpful to read specific sections when they are 

most relevant. There is a list of useful terms and an index at 

the back which will help you to find information. Any words 

that are red are explained in the ‘useful terms’ and are also 

in the index. There is also a list of useful websites. 

How to use this booklet 
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Liaison and Diversion Services are NHS services which 

support people of all ages who have learning disabilities, 

autism or a mental health condition in the criminal justice 

system. They aim to: 

 Divert people out of (or within) the criminal justice 

system where possible 

 Reduce the time people with learning disabilities / 

autism / mental health conditions spend in custody (at 

a police station or in prison / youth custody) 

 Reduce the amount of time spent in court and delays 

in the court process due to lack of information or 

assessments 

 Reduce repeat arrests by improving access to 

treatment in the community 

 Improve access to treatment and support generally 

 Improve health outcomes 

 

They achieve these aims by working in a range of criminal 

justice settings (see below) to identify people who have or 

are suspected of having a learning disability / autism / 

mental health condition (through screening), to assess the 

individual’s needs, and to refer them to services to support 

What are Liaison & Diversion Services? 
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these needs or to provide treatment. 

 

Who can Liaison & Diversion Services help?  

Liaison and Diversion Services can help anyone 

who is involved in the criminal justice system 

who has or is suspected of having a learning 

disability / autism / mental health condition. 

They help people of all ages, no matter what 

crime they are accused of.   

 

Where do Liaison & Diversion Services work? 

Liaison and Diversion Services work in a range of places 

within the criminal justice system. This might include: 

 In police stations and police custody suites 

 In courts during a trial or sentencing 

 In prison / youth custody, if someone is on remand 

while waiting for their trial  

 

They also work with a range of criminal justice system 

agencies and staff including: 

 The police 

 Court staff  

 Probation services / youth offending teams (to support 

the preparation of pre-sentence reports)
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 Prison / youth custody staff, if someone is on remand 

while waiting for their trial

 

It is important to note, however, that Liaison and Diversion 

Services are not yet available in every area of the UK. NHS 

England are currently undergoing a trial of Liaison and 

Diversion Services across 26 sites and plan to roll out services 

to all areas by 2016/2017. In addition to these 26 trial sites, 

there are other Liaison and Diversion Services around the 

country that are not necessarily run in the same way as the 

trial sites.  

 

The information in this booklet is most applicable to the 

Liaison and Diversion Services that are part of NHS England’s 

trial, however much of the information will also be relevant 

for Liaison and Diversion Services that are not part of the 

trial. 

 

You can find out if there is a service in your area by going to 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/commissioning/health-

just/liaison-and-diversion/. 
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Liaison and Diversion Services are made up of a core team of 

staff who are supported by an extended team of 

professionals who are not directly employed by the service. 

 

Core team 

The core team is usually 

employed directly by the 

Liaison and Diversion Service 

and will be responsible for 

the majority of the work 

carried out by the service. 

This may include: 

1. Screening people who 

are referred to the 

service  

2. Conducting detailed psychosocial assessments with 

people who have been referred 

3. Identifying whether reasonable adjustments are 

needed throughout the criminal justice process 

4. Liaising with agencies in the criminal justice system 

(e.g. police, court etc.) about the person’s needs 

5. Coordinating support for the individual (e.g. referring 

them for further assessments / interventions as 

Who works in liaison & diversion services? 

Person with 

a learning 

disability 
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needed) 

6. Providing advice / signposting people to further 

support 

 

The core team will be made up of a range of different types 

of professionals. This may include: 

 

 Managers – who oversee the Liaison and Diversion 

Service 

 Liaison and diversion practitioners – who carry out 

most of the tasks outlined above 

 Specialist workers – who work with specific groups of 

people, e.g. women, people with learning disabilities 

 Support workers – who help people who have been 

referred to engage with the Liaison and Diversion 

Service and other services (sometimes called STAR 

workers) 

 Administrative staff – to ensure that everything in the 

service runs smoothly 

 

Extended team  

The extended team will often be made up of people who 

work in different services (e.g. mental health services) and 

agree to support the Liaison and Diversion Services. They 

might: 
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1. Provide secondary or specialist assessments 

2. Provide information to the service about the person 

who has been referred 

3. Facilitate referrals to other services 

4. Provide consultation / support to the core team about 

specialist aspects of work, e.g. forensic expertise 

 

The extended team may be made up of people from a range 

of different agencies such as: 

 Police 

 Probation / youth offending teams 

 Housing 

 Psychology / psychiatry 

 Drug intervention services 

 Social work  

 Learning disability services 

 Speech and language services 

 Health services 

 

Where and when is support offered? 

The core team should be available at all 

criminal justice settings (i.e. police stations / 

custody suites, courts, in prison / youth 

custody) and will often be located in the 
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same place as the police to enable easy referrals. Liaison and 

Diversion Services should, however, be able to offer support 

wherever needed, which may involve home visits.  

 

Support should also be available whenever it is 

needed, and the core team will usually have 

‘core’ hours (e.g. 9am-6pm) and an out-of-

hours service to ensure that support can be 

provided at any time. Professionals from the 

extended team may only work during normal working hours 

(i.e. 9am-6pm) meaning that if support is required from the 

extended team this may involve waiting until their operating 

hours. 
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Case identification is the process that 

involves identifying whether someone might 

have a learning disability / autism / mental 

health condition and referring them to a 

Liaison and Diversion Service.  

 

Case identification should take place as early as possible in 

the person’s involvement in the criminal justice system, and 

should be able to occur at a number of points (e.g. in police 

custody, on remand, or at court). Case identification might 

be undertaken by; 

 Police officers 

 Appropriate Adults 

 Probation / youth offending teams 

 Court staff 

 Prison / youth custody staff, if the person is on remand 

while awaiting their trial 

 Individuals themselves, or their family or friends 

 

Case identification is most important for groups where it 

would not be possible for Liaison and Diversion Services to 

screen all individuals (e.g. adult men). However the ‘Liaison 

And Diversion Manager and Practitioner Resources’ (see 

Case identification and referral 
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‘useful resources’) recommend that all people under 18 and 

all females are referred to Liaison and Diversion Services for 

assessment, as only a small number of these groups come 

into contact with the criminal justice system. 

 

Once a person is identified as possibly needing 

support from Liaison and Diversion Services, 

a referral should be made so that the service 

can arrange to meet with the person as soon 

as possible to assess their needs in more 

detail. If you are a carer, do not simply rely 

on other people (e.g. the police) noticing the difficulties 

of the person you care for. The police are often not well-

trained to recognise learning disabilities or Autism. You have 

a right to refer the person you care for directly to the Liaison 

and Diversion service. 
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After receiving a referral, the Liaison and Diversion Service 

will arrange to meet with the person to screen whether they 

need support from the service and, if needed, conduct a 

more detailed assessment of their needs.  

 

Screening 

The Liaison and Diversion Service will initially meet with the 

person who has been referred to screen whether they need 

support. Screening will be more thorough than case 

identification, and will involve the use of standardised tools 

(e.g. questionnaires), and may also involve checking records 

held about the person (e.g. by mental health services, social 

services etc.). 

 

If screening identifies a need for a more detailed assessment 

the service will arrange for this to be conducted by the most 

appropriate professional within the service. Additionally, if 

the screening identifies the need for a formal diagnosis (e.g. 

for autism) then referrals can be made to community 

services to enable this to take place. 

 

The outcomes of the screening process and the next steps 

will be fed back to criminal justice professionals.  

Screening & assessment 
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Assessment 

If an individual is identified during 

screening as having a learning disability / 

autism / mental health condition, a more 

detailed psychosocial assessment may be 

undertaken. This assessment aims to 

identify the individual’s needs and 

factors that may influence their mental 

health / wellbeing.  

 

Assessments will usually be conducted at the same time as 

screening (although may be rescheduled if necessary), and 

will focus on identifying the following things; 

 Mental health, including factors that may result in a 

worsening of an individual’s mental health 

 Learning disabilities / autism, and any needs 

associated with these conditions 

 Cognitive functioning, e.g. memory, thought 

processes etc. 

 Speech and communication needs 

 Social circumstances, e.g. family, friends, 

employment, housing, financial etc. 

 Substance misuse needs, e.g. drugs/alcohol 

 Cultural / religious / spiritual needs 

 Risks and vulnerabilities (particularly in relation to how 
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to safeguard the individual from harm) 

 Gender needs 

 

A member of the core team or a relevant professional from 

the extended team will usually conduct the assessment. The 

findings of the assessment will be used to inform referral 

options (e.g. if a substance misuse need is identified then a 

relevant referral may be to a treatment service) and to 

enable professionals to make informed decisions in relation 

to the criminal justice process. The assessment will also 

provide information about the individual’s needs, which can 

then be used to support the person throughout the criminal 

justice process, e.g. through the use of “reasonable 

adjustments” for communication needs.  
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Following assessment, the service may offer short term 

support or refer the individual onto other services. 

 

Short term support 

The Liaison and Diversion Service may offer short term 

support to enable the individual to engage with services and 

take part in the criminal justice process. This might include 

supporting the individual in attending appointments (e.g. by 

reminding them of their appointments, attending 

appointments with them), providing the individual with 

advice, signposting them to other support, advocating for 

their needs, or providing support at court. 

 

Referral 

In many cases, the liaison and 

diversion team will refer the individual 

onto other forms of support. This 

could include a range of services, such 

as; 

 Treatment, e.g. for a mental 

health condition, substance 

misuse difficulties, health needs 

etc. 

Licence and post-supervision lengths for determinate sentences 

Support & referral 
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 Learning disability / autism spectrum disorder services 

 Legal advice services 

 Speech and language support 

 Housing / financial support services 

 Support groups or service user groups 

 

This can then enable the individual to access the support 

that they need.
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One of the key functions of 

Liaison and Diversion Services 

is to facilitate the diversion of 

people with learning 

disabilities / autism / mental 

health conditions within or out 

of the criminal justice system.  

 

This does not mean that the person will get a more lenient 

sentence if this is not appropriate, however it means that 

criminal justice services can take into account the 

individual’s needs and use this to inform their decisions. 

 

Throughout their involvement with an individual, the Liaison 

and Diversion Service will provide information to 

professionals within the criminal justice system about the 

person’s needs in order to enable them to adapt the criminal 

justice process as necessary (e.g. using reasonable 

adjustments), divert the individual within the criminal justice 

system, or divert them out of the criminal justice system if 

appropriate. 

 

 

Diversion 
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Diversion within the criminal justice system 

By providing criminal justice services with detailed 

information about the person’s needs, Liaison and Diversion 

Services may be able to facilitate diversion within the 

criminal justice system, where appropriate. This could mean 

that, if they are found guilty, they are sentenced for the 

crime but receive a different sentence that is more 

appropriate based on their needs (e.g. a community 

sentence, rather than a custodial sentence, or a different 

length of custodial sentence). This may be facilitated through 

input with probation services / youth offending teams when 

they write the pre-sentence report (which is used to make 

recommendations about appropriate sentences for the 

individual).  

 

Diversion out of the criminal justice system 

Where appropriate, Liaison and Diversion Services can also 

facilitate diversion out of the criminal justice system, 

however this will only be done if it is considered appropriate. 

It will not mean that the person receives a more lenient 

sentence just because they have received support from 

Liaison and Diversion Services.  

 

Diversion out of the criminal justice system might mean that 

the police decide not to charge the person, or the charges 
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are dropped, or the person receives an absolute or 

conditional discharge if they are found guilty, or is referred 

to the health service for treatment instead of receiving a 

criminal justice sentence (e.g. by use of the Mental Health 

Act – see Court / Youth Court booklet for more information).   
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If your son/daughter is involved in the criminal justice system 

there are a number of ways that you can help the Liaison and 

Diversion process.  

 

 Ensure that your son/daughter knows how important 

it is to tell professionals in the criminal justice system 

that they have a learning disability or autism 

 Make a referral to the Liaison and Diversion Service, if 

this has not already been done 

 Support the Liaison and Diversion Service where 

possible, e.g. by taking part in assessments  

 Support your son/daughter to engage with the 

Liaison and Diversion Service, e.g. by emphasising 

how the Liaison and Diversion Service can help, 

supporting them to attend appointments etc. 

 Contact your son/daughter’s social worker, 

community nurse, psychologist, or psychiatrist, if 

they have one, as they may be able to provide 

information to the Liaison and Diversion Service  

 

You could also get advice from a solicitor for 

yourself which might help you to understand what 

is happening and how you can best help your 

How you can help 
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son/daughter. You can obtain legal advice by contacting any 

solicitor (e.g. by searching for one in your area online, going 

into a solicitor’s office, finding one in the phone book, or 

asking the police / court to suggest someone you could 

contact). It is important to note that they will charge for their 

services, so it will not be free. 
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Absolute discharge: when someone is convicted of a crime 

but the court decides not to sentence them because the 

process of going to court has been enough punishment. 

Appropriate Adult: an adult who can help someone who has 

been arrested to understand what happens at the police 

station, and can make sure that they are being treated fairly. 

Arrest: when the police think someone has committed a 

crime and take them to the police station to find out more. 

Case identification: the process most commonly carried out 

by criminal justice system staff to identify whether an 

individual involved in the criminal justice system might need 

to be referred to liaison and division services. See page 12. 

Conditional discharge: when someone has been convicted of 

a crime but the court decides not to impose a sentence 

because the process of going to court has been enough 

punishment. A conditional discharge means that if the 

person commits another crime within a certain time they will 

be charged with the first crime and the new one, which will 

result in a higher sentence being given. 

Core team: the group of professionals who work in and are 

employed by Liaison and Diversion Services to carry out all 

Useful terms 
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the functions and activities of the service. See page 8. 

Court: the place where people say what they know about a 

crime to help a judge or jury decide if the person committed 

the crime. If it is decided that the person did commit the 

crime, the court also decides what consequences the person 

should have for committing the crime. 

Criminal justice system: the system in England that deals 

with people who are suspected of or have committed a 

crime. 

Custody suite: a place where people who have been arrested 

are held while police review the evidence and decide 

whether to charge them with a crime. 

Developmental disability: a type of disability usually present 

from birth which may also co-occur with a learning disability. 

Examples include Autism, Fragile X Syndrome, Down 

syndrome etc. A developmental disability may be identified 

by psychological or medical tests. 

Extended team: a group of different types of professionals 

who are not usually employed by the Liaison and Diversion 

Service but who agree to support the core team. See page 9. 

Learning disability: a type of disability which is usually 

present from birth and results in the person having difficulty 

with certain things such as communication, independent 
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living, or social skills. A learning disability includes the person 

having an IQ below 70 and this is usually identified using 

specific types of psychological tests. 

Mental Health Act: the law that protects people in hospitals 

who have a learning disability or autism or mental health 

condition and states how they should be supported. This 

may include being required to stay in hospital, in a locked 

ward if necessary. See Mental Health Act booklet for further 

details. 

Pre-sentence report: a report prepared by probation 

services or a youth offending team to give the court 

information about the crime and what sentence might be 

appropriate. 

Prison: a locked place where people who have committed a 

crime might be required to live for a period as a 

consequence for committing the crime. 

Probation: when a person has been charged and found guilty 

of a crime but the court does not think the person should go 

to prison, or if the person has just been released from prison, 

they are said to be on “probation”. If they have just been 

released from prison, this might also be called on “licence” 

or on “parole”. Probation means the person is still serving 

their sentence for the crime, but is allowed to do this in the 

community. Probation will have rules that must be followed 
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in order to avoid going back to court or prison. See court and 

probation booklets for more information. 

Probation services: the name given to the services that are 

responsible for supervising people while on probation and 

writing pre-sentence reports. 

Psychosocial assessment: a type of comprehensive 

assessment that identifies needs across a range of areas, e.g. 

mental health, health, social circumstances, cognitive or 

emotional difficulties, substance misuse issues etc. See page 

15. 

Reasonable adjustments: things that all organisations have 

to do by law to help people with disabilities to access the 

service. 

Refer: when someone is sent to another service to receive 

support. See page 17. 

Remand: when someone is sent to prison / youth custody 

while they are waiting for their trial, in-between the hearings 

of their trial, or waiting to be sentenced. They may also be 

remanded to hospital under the Mental Health Act. 

Screening: the process which involves Liaison and Diversion 

Service staff completing questionnaires with an individual 

who has been referred, or checking records about them, to 

identify whether they are eligible for support from the 
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service. See page 14. 

Sentence: the name given to the consequences given by a 

court when someone has been convicted of a crime. 

Youth custody: the name given to the different types of 

prison placements for people who are under 18. 

Youth offending team: a team of professionals who support 

young people who are at risk of committing crimes or who 

have committed a crime. The youth offending team aims to 

prevent offending/reoffending by children and young 

people.  
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This is a list of the places where information for this booklet 

was found and other resources that you might find useful. 

Some of these resources are not specifically for young 

people but may still be relevant if your son/daughter is 

under 18. 

 

A joint inspectorate of the treatment of offenders with 

learning disabilities within the criminal justice system 

 Phase one from arrest to sentence 

https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/cjji/ins

pections/joint-inspection-of-the-treatment-of-

offenders-with-learning-disabilities-within-the-

criminal-justice-system-phase-1-from-arrest-to-

sentence/#.Vge8VflVikp 

 Phase two in custody and the community 

https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/cjji/ins

pections/learningdisabilitiesphase2/#.Vge8cPlVi

ko  

 

The Bradley Report about how people with mental health 

problems or learning disabilities are treated in the criminal 

justice system. 

 https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/pdf/Bradleyreport.pdf 

 

Useful resources 

https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/cjji/inspections/joint-inspection-of-the-treatment-of-offenders-with-learning-disabilities-within-the-criminal-justice-system-phase-1-from-arrest-to-sentence/#.Vge8VflVikp
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/cjji/inspections/joint-inspection-of-the-treatment-of-offenders-with-learning-disabilities-within-the-criminal-justice-system-phase-1-from-arrest-to-sentence/#.Vge8VflVikp
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/cjji/inspections/joint-inspection-of-the-treatment-of-offenders-with-learning-disabilities-within-the-criminal-justice-system-phase-1-from-arrest-to-sentence/#.Vge8VflVikp
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/cjji/inspections/joint-inspection-of-the-treatment-of-offenders-with-learning-disabilities-within-the-criminal-justice-system-phase-1-from-arrest-to-sentence/#.Vge8VflVikp
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/cjji/inspections/joint-inspection-of-the-treatment-of-offenders-with-learning-disabilities-within-the-criminal-justice-system-phase-1-from-arrest-to-sentence/#.Vge8VflVikp
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/cjji/inspections/learningdisabilitiesphase2/#.Vge8cPlViko
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/cjji/inspections/learningdisabilitiesphase2/#.Vge8cPlViko
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/cjji/inspections/learningdisabilitiesphase2/#.Vge8cPlViko
https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/pdf/Bradleyreport.pdf
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Department of Health ‘Positive Practice Positive Outcomes’ 

Report 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/positiv

e-practice-positive-outcomes-a-handbook-for-

professionals-in-the-criminal-justice-system-working-

with-offenders-with-a-learning-disability  

 

Liaison and Diversion Services  

https://www.england.nhs.uk/commissioning/health-

just/liaison-and-diversion/  

Manager & Practitioner Resources 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/commissioning/he

alth-just/liaison-and-diversion/resources/  

 

Mental Health Act Code of Practice (see, in particular, 

chapter 22) 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/code-

of-practice-mental-health-act-1983 

 

Prison Reform Trust  

 http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/ 

No One Knows project: 

http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/ProjectsR

esearch/Learningdisabilitiesanddifficulties  

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/positive-practice-positive-outcomes-a-handbook-for-professionals-in-the-criminal-justice-system-working-with-offenders-with-a-learning-disability
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/positive-practice-positive-outcomes-a-handbook-for-professionals-in-the-criminal-justice-system-working-with-offenders-with-a-learning-disability
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/positive-practice-positive-outcomes-a-handbook-for-professionals-in-the-criminal-justice-system-working-with-offenders-with-a-learning-disability
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/positive-practice-positive-outcomes-a-handbook-for-professionals-in-the-criminal-justice-system-working-with-offenders-with-a-learning-disability
https://www.england.nhs.uk/commissioning/health-just/liaison-and-diversion/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/commissioning/health-just/liaison-and-diversion/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/commissioning/health-just/liaison-and-diversion/resources/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/commissioning/health-just/liaison-and-diversion/resources/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/code-of-practice-mental-health-act-1983
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/code-of-practice-mental-health-act-1983
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/
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