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What Is First Responder Deflection?
First responders (law enforcement, fire services, or 
emergency medical services) are on the front lines of the 
battle against substance use disorder (SUD), responding 
to calls for service involving individuals with or affected by 
SUD. In response, a variety of law enforcement-, fire-, 
and emergency medical services (EMS)-led responses 
have emerged across the country. Implemented in 
partnership with SUD treatment providers, peers, people 
with lived experience, and recovery organizations, these 
multidisciplinary deflection initiatives are serving as an early, 
upstream warm handoff to community-based treatment, 
housing, services, and recovery.

There are six frameworks or pathways of deflection, each 
of which addresses specific public health and public safety 
challenges faced by communities. As a deflection design is 
unique to each community, the range of variations on which 
pathways a community is using varies.

 � Self-Referral: An individual voluntarily initiates contact 
with a first responder (law enforcement, fire services, 
or EMS) for a referral to treatment and services. If the 

Frequently Asked Questions

The Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA) is pleased to announce the expansion of the First Responder Deflection Mentoring 
Initiative in February 2023. This program is part of the training and technical assistance (TTA) resources available to local 
jurisdictions through BJA’s Comprehensive Opioid, Stimulant, and Substance Abuse Program (COSSAP) and in coordination 
with TASC’s Center for Health and Justice (CHJ). The First Responder Deflection Mentoring Initiative is adding three 
additional mentors to the program, with a priority focus on non-law enforcement-led deflection (e.g., co-responder and 
community paramedicine programs), tribal deflection, deflection initiatives in rural areas, programs responding to stimulant 
use disorder, and initiatives serving racially and ethnically diverse communities.   

contact is initiated with a law enforcement agency, the 
individual makes contact without fear of arrest.

 � Active Outreach: A first responder intentionally 
identifies or seeks out individuals with SUD to refer the 
individuals to or engage them in treatment; outreach is 
often conducted by a team consisting of a clinician and/
or a peer with lived experience.

 � Naloxone Plus: A first responder and program partner 
(often a clinician or peer with lived experience) conduct 
outreach specifically to individuals who have recently 
experienced an opioid overdose to engage them in and 
provide linkages to treatment.

 � First Responder and Officer Referral: As a 
preventative measure, during routine activities such as 
patrol or response to a service call, a first responder 
engages individuals and provides a referral to treatment 
or to a case manager. (Note: If law enforcement is the 
first responder, no charges are filed or arrests made.)

 � Officer Intervention (only applicable to law 
enforcement): During routine activities such as patrol 
or response to a service call during which charges 
otherwise would be filed, law enforcement officers 
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provide a referral to treatment or to a case manager 
or issue a non-criminal citation to report to a program. 
Charges are held in abeyance until treatment and/or a 
social service plan is successfully completed.

 � Community Response: In response to a call for service, 
a team comprising community-based behavioral health 
professionals (e.g., crisis workers, clinicians, peer 
specialists, etc.), and/or other credible messengers—
individuals with lived experience—sometimes in 
partnership with medical professionals, engages 
individuals to help de-escalate crises, mediate low-level 
conflicts, or address quality of life issues by providing a 
referral to treatment, services, or to a case manager. 

The scope of this effort is focused on deflection initiatives 
that serve individuals with opioid use, stimulant use, and 
other substance use disorders that have first responder 
involvement and without entry into the justice system. 
Pre-trial and specialty diversion programs operated by 
prosecutors or the courts are not within the scope of this 
effort. Deflection initiatives that only utilize the Community 
Response pathway of deflection are not eligible. Likewise, 
programs with a primary focus on mental health disorders 
are not within the scope of this effort.

What Is the Purpose of BJA’s First 
Responder Deflection Mentoring 
Initiative?
The First Responder Deflection Mentoring Initiative provides 
communities interested in starting or enhancing a deflection 
program with the opportunity to learn from established or 
innovative programs that have shown success in supporting 
individuals with substance use disorder in their community. 
The mentor sites selected through this application process 
will serve as models for individuals and teams interested in 
starting a program or for established programs interested in 
learning innovative practices. 

Communities are able to submit an online application to visit 
a mentor program. BJA will support the travel of up to three 
individuals from approved communities to participate in an 
onsite visit to one of the mentor sites.

What Will BJA Require of Mentor Sites?
First responder deflection mentor sites will serve as hosts 
for communities interested in planning, implementing, 
or enhancing first responder deflection initiatives. The 
selected sites will be expected to serve as mentor sites 
for approximately one year beginning in April 2023. BJA 
anticipates that each mentor site will be asked to host 
approximately three to five peer communities (typically 
teams of three persons) per year. Mentor sites will host 
visiting communities over 1.5 days. During that time, 
mentor sites will be expected to provide opportunities for 
observation and peer-to-peer exchanges between the host 
and visitor communities. The selected mentor sites should 
be prepared to work with BJA’s training and technical 
assistance provider to schedule visits, create site visit 
agendas, provide opportunities to observe the deflection 
program in action, and allow peer communities to engage 
with all program personnel.

First responder deflection mentor sites will provide 
mentorship in a hybrid capacity, with virtual and in-person 
visits with their mentees. After an initial introductory call, 
mentors with host mentee communities for 1.5 day visits. 
During that time, you will be actively engaged in providing 
opportunities for observation and peer-to-peer exchanges 
between your first responder deflection team, inclusive of 
treatment and community partners, and visiting mentee 
communities. Following the in-person visit, a follow-up 
call will be scheduled for four to six weeks after the visit to 
review questions that may have arisen and to discuss how 
mentees may want to enhance their own programs after 
learning from their mentor. Mentors also agree to remain 
available, on a limited and “as needed” basis, after the 
conclusion of the mentorship to help guide mentees through 
other challenges that might have arisen. 

Examples of activities for mentee sites include:

 � Observing administration of the program

 � Observing program activities in the field 

 � Observing relevant sites, agencies, and organizations

 � Meeting key personnel and partner representatives

 � Attending administrative, program, and/or community 
meetings
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 � Reviewing data, data collection, and evaluation

 � Learning about media stories

 � Understanding funding mechanisms and planning for 
sustainability

 � Briefings on key challenges, obstacles, and incidents 
that have occurred

 � Participating in focus groups or informational interviews 
with key staff and community members

What Are the Benefits of Being in the 
Mentor Program?
Mentor sites will be recognized by BJA as exemplary models 
of multidisciplinary deflection programs. A small stipend of 
$1,000/site will be provided to cover some costs associated 
with hosting visitors, such as the cost of photocopying and 
transportation. 

How Will Mentor Sites Be Selected?
Interested members of first responder deflection programs 
must submit online applications by February 10, 2023, at 
5:00 p.m., ET. Applications will be reviewed by BJA staff 
members and CHJ. Applicants do not need to be current 
COSSAP grantees to apply. BJA will conduct phone 
interviews with finalists and may conduct site visits to finalize 
selections. 

Applicant programs will be evaluated in a variety of areas, 
including, but not limited to:

 � Current program operations

 � Overall program impact on substance use in the 
community

 � Geographical location

 � Jurisdiction size

The timeline for selection is as 
follows:
Applications due:
February 10, 2023, at 5:00 p.m., ET

Review of applications:
February 13 through February 27, 2023

Notification of selected mentor sites:
No later than March 6, 2023

Orientation webinars for new mentor sites:
Week of March 13, 2023

Begin hosting peer visits:
April 2023

About BJA 

BJA provides leadership and services in grant administration and criminal justice policy development to support local, state, and 
tribal law enforcement in achieving safer communities. To learn more about BJA, visit www.bja.gov and follow us on Facebook 
(www.facebook.com/DOJBJA) and Twitter (@DOJBJA). BJA is part of the U.S. Department of Justice’s Office of Justice Programs.

Visit the COSSAP Resource Center at www.cossapresources.org.

This project is supported by Grant No.15PBJA-21-GK-01074-MUMU awarded by the Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA). BJA is a component of the 
Office of Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice. The contents of this document were developed by TASC’s Center for Health and Justice and 
do not represent the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.
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