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The authors expand their methodology for quantifying and comparing civil com- 
mitment processes by developing new formulas for the determination of the average 
commitment detention time and cost. They also examine the effects of specific 
changes in commitment procedures on the average detention time and cost. Using 
data from Oregon's civil commitment process, the authors present several examples 
of the practical application of their methodology and conclude with a discussion of 
its major administrative and research implications. 

In previous reports we have described a 
methodology for quantifying and com- 
paring civil commitment across 
jurisdictions' and for predicting the ef- 
fects of changes in commitment decision 
making on the overall probability of re- 
lease.2 The basis of our methodology is 
the model that divides the entire com- 
mitment process into three separate 
steps and outlines the important and 
distinct decisions that must be made at 
each step. Using this model it is possible 
to develop formulas that quantify the 
manner in which these decisions are 
made. This methodology can be used to 
summarize the status of civil commit- 
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ment for an entire population; monitor 
a commitment process over time; study 
only the formal, legalistic steps in civil 
commitment; compare civil commit- 
ment processes in different populations; 
examine the effects of changes in a men- 
tal health system on commitment proc- 
esses; and predict the effects of changes 
in decision making at each step on the 
overall outcome (probability of release 
or ~ommi tmen t ) . ' , ~  We believe that this 
level of analysis is applicable to most 
states and that it provides a rational 
means for comparing commitment 
processes despite the variations in spe- 
cific procedures that exist from one ju- 
risdiction to a n ~ t h e r . ~ - ~  

One important way to study civil 
commitment is to compare the length of 
detention in different jurisdictions. It is 
essential to remember that this is not 
merely a comparison of the length of 
commitment. The length of detention 
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before commitment must also be in- 
cluded to yield meaningful comparisons 
because these periods may vary widely 
according to different  statute^.^ Once the 
average detention times are calculated, 
then the average costs of detention can 
also be determined and compared. In 
addition, one can also quantify and 
compare the effects of specific changes 
in commitment procedures on the av- 
erage detention time and cost. Currently 
there are no objective ways of making 
these comparisons across jurisdictions. 

The purpose of this paper is to expand 
our civil commitment methodology by 
developing a means to quantify and 
compare commitment detention times 
and costs. We begin with a review of our 
formulas for calculating the probability 
of release and commitment and then 
develop new formulas that determine 
the average detention time and cost. We 
then examine the effects of changing the 
length of time periods between the var- 
ious steps in the process as well as the 
effects of changing the performance of 
the mental health professionals who at- 
tempt to divert people out of the com- 
mitment process. We present several 
practical examples of the application of 
our methodology and conclude with a 
discussion of its administrative and re- 
search implications. 

Calculating the Length and Cost 
of Civil Commitment Detention 
We have previously described how it 

is possible to use our three-step commit- 
ment model as a basis for estimating the 
probability of being released (or com- 
mitted) from the commitment proces 
and to calculate the relative importance 

of the three steps in determining the 
outcome.' We have shown that the over- 
all probability of release is determined 
by the rates at which people are released 
from the three separate steps. These 
three release rates are defined by the 
following formulas: 

ds = screening release rate 

no. of people released 

- - 
at screenings 

no. of screenings 

di = investigation release rate 

no. of people released 

- - 
at investigations 

no. of investigations 

dh = hearing release rate 

no. of people released 

- - 
at hearings 

no. of hearings 

The probability that a person will be 
released at a screening is ds. However, 
to be released at an investigation a per- 
son must first be referred from a screen- 
ing and the probability of being referred 
is (1 - ds). Thus, the probability that a 
person will be released at an investiga- 
tion is ( 1  - ds)(di). Finally, to be re- 
leased at a hearing a person must first 
be referred from both a screening and 
an investigation. The probability of 
being released at a hearing then becomes 
( 1  - ds)(l - di)(dh). Therefore, the 
overall probability that a person will be 
released from the civil commitment 
process is: 

no. of screenings 

- - no. of commitments 
- 

no. of screenings 
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The probability that a person will ac- 
tually be committed is: 

p* = ( I  - d ~ ) ( l  - di)(l  - dh) 

- - no. of commitments 
no. of screenings 

It should also be apparent that: 

We can also use our three-step model 
as a framework to determine the average 
time that people are detained once they 
enter the commitment process. To do so 
it is important to recognize that the total 
detention time consists of the following 
components: 

ts = time until screening 
ti = time between screening and investigation 
th = time between investigation and hearing 
tc = time between hearing and termination of 

commitment 

For convenience at this stage we can 
think of ts, ti, th, and tc as fixed con- 
stants. Some of these time periods may 
actually be specified in state statutes. 
Later, as noted below, we will relax this 
assumption. Using this information and 
the probabilities of release from each 
commitment step yields the following 
formula for the average time in deten- 
tion: 

t = tsds + (ts + t i)( l  - ds)di + (ts + ti 
+ th)(l  - ds)(l - di)dh + (1s + ti + th 

+ tc)( l - ds)( l - di)( 1 - dh)  

Notice that this equation consists of four 
terms. Each term is the product of a 
factor related to time and a factor related 
to release rates. For example, the first 
term is the product of ts (time until 
screening) and ds (screening release 
rate). Actually, t is simply the weighted 

average of the four possible lengths of 
time people are detained within the civil 
commitment process. 

The formula for t depends on factors 
of the form ( 1  - d), where d is a release 
rate. Actually these factors are the rates 
of referral from one commitment step 
to another. If we call these factors R, 
then in our model we have: 

Rs = referral rate from screenings = I - ds 
Ri = referral rate from investigations = 1 - di 
Rh = referral rate from hearings = I - dh 

Naturally, Rh is also the judge's com- 
mitment rate. 

By rearranging terms, cancelling, and 
substituting for 1 - d, the formula for t 
becomes: 

The average cost of a civil commit- 
ment detention can be determined from: 

c = Csts + CitiRs + ChthRsRi + CcrcRsRiRh 

In this formula, Cs, Ci, Ch, and Cc are 
the costs of units of detention time (e.g., 
hour or day) pending a screening, inves- 
tigation, hearing, and commitment ter- 
mination respectively. Again, for con- 
venience, we will consider Cs, Ci, Ch, 
and Cc to be fixed constants at the pres- 
ent time. 

If one wants to focus only on the 
length of detention before a formal com- 
mitment (steps 1 and 2), merely replace 
tc by 0. The formulas then become: 

t* = ts + tiRs + thRsRi 

c* = Csts + CitiRs + ChthRsRi 

If one is only interested in studying 
the more legalistic aspects of civil com- 
mitment processes beginning at the 
point of an investigation (steps 2 and 3), 
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merely replace ts by 0 and ds by 0 (Rs  
by 1) which yields: 

c** = Citi + ChthRi + CctcRiRh 

These formulas also make it possible 
to divide the average cost of detention 
( c )  into precommitment ( c f  ) and com- 
mitment ( c" )  costs so that: 

c = c' + c",  where 

C 1 = C  * - - Csts + CitiRs + ChthRsRi and 

It now becomes possible to calculate the 
percentages of the average cost of deten- 
tion due to precommitment and com- 
mitment costs as follows: 

% due to precommitment costs = (cf/c)(lOO%) 

% due to commitment costs = (c"/c)( 100%) 

Effects of Changing Commitment 
Procedures on Detention Time 

and Cost 
Our methodology also provides us 

with an opportunity to examine the ef- 
fects of changing specific civil commit- 
ment procedures on the average deten- 
tion time and cost. Of particular interest 
are the effects of changing the perform- 
ance of the mental health professionals 
who work with people at each commit- 
ment step in an attempt to divert them 
out of the commitment process as well 
as the effects of changing the length of 
the time periods between each commit- 
ment step. One approach is to study just 
the effect of improving mental health 
professional performance by decreasing 
the referral rates (R i  and R h )  between 
the commitment steps by the desired 
amounts and using our formulas to cal- 

culate the average detention time ( t )  and 
cost ( c )  that result. Naturally, we would 
expect that improved mental health 
professional performance would result 
in a lowered average detention cost. 

A more sophisticated analysis recog- 
nizes that many states have very specific 
limitations on the amount of time that 
may lapse between a screening and an 
investigation ( t i )  and between an inves- 
tigation and a hearing (th).5 Using our 
equations, we can explore how altering 
these precommitment detention times 
might affect the cost of operating the 
involuntary treatment system. For ex- 
ample, suppose these periods of time (ti 
and th )  were increased in our formulas 
for the average detention time ( t )  and 
cost (c).  However, suppose mental 
health professionals were able to use the 
extra time to increase the number of 
people diverted out of the commitment 
process. This would result in larger re- 
lease rates (di and dh), smaller referral 
rates ( R i  and Rh),  and perhaps a de- 
crease in the average detention time and 
cost. In other words, the increased time 
between screenings and investigations or 
between investigations and hearings can 
"pay off" provided the performance of 
the mental health professionals im- 
proves beyond certain "break-even 
points." These break-even points may 
be calculated by using modifications of 
our formula for the average cost of de- 
tention which relates performance (R i  
and Rh)  to detention time (ti  and th). 
The break-even point between screen- 
ings and investigations is given by: 

Ri = (c - Csts - CitiRs)/(ChthRs 

+ CctcRsRh) 
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The break-even point between investi- 
gations and hearings is given by: 

Rh = (c - Csts - CitiRs 

- ChthRsRi)/CctcRsRi 

Relaxing the Fixed-Components 
Assumption 

To this point we have assumed that 
the components of the detention time 
and cost are fixed constants. This as- 
sumption is simply a convenience and 
is not necessary to our argument. Our 
methodology is used to describe average 
detention times and costs where the av- 
eraging is done over an entire popula- 
tion. To make use of our formulas we 
need values for the various detention 
times and costs. These values may them- 
selves be averages, but now the averaging 
is done only over subsets of the popula- 
tion. For example, the averaging done 
to compute tc is not performed over the 
entire population, but just the subset of 
people who were actually committed. 
For the sake of simplicity, we will con- 
tinue to use the term "average" to refer 
to the entire population and eliminate 
any notation of averaging over subsets. 

Methods 
Oregon's community mental health 

programs (CMHPs) are organized along 
county lines. Since 1977, each CMHP 
has been required to compile certain 
civil commitment statistics and to sub- 
mit quarterly reports to the State Mental 
Health Division. The forms used for re- 
porting are uniform from county to 
county and include detailed definitions 
of all information requested. The data 
reported here were obtained from these 

forms for the fiscal years (July 1 to June 
30) 1977 to 1978 (FY77) to 1983 to 
1984 (FY83). From the data it is possible 
to calculate the number of screenings by 
CMHP staff, investigations, hearings, 
and commitments that took place in 
each Oregon county during this time 
period and to determine the Gutcome of 
each step in our commitment model. It 
then also becomes possible to solve the 
above formulas for average detention 
time and cost. In Oregon, essentially all 
detentions occur in a hospital, so the 
average detention time and cost refer to 
the length of hospitalization and its cost. 

In general, the data on the steps in 
Oregon's commitment process are very 
complete. The exception, however, is in 
the total number of screenings (step 1). 
Data are only available on the number 
of screenings performed by CMHP staff. 
People may enter Oregon's commitment 
process by way of a citizen petition, phy- 
sician (MD) hold, or peace officer (PO) 
h01d.l.~ CMHP staff screen most poten- 
tial citizen petitions. In some counties 
they also screen potential MD or PO 
holds, and in others they may not. 
Therefore, values reported by CMHPs 
for the number of screenings and the 
number of people released as a result of 
screenings may be smaller than the true 
numbers. To illustrate our methodology 
in the following examples, we use the 
numbers reported by CMHPs. This re- 
sults in a conservative estimate for the 
release probability and the relative im- 
portance of the screening step in the 
overall commitment process. It also re- 
sults in liberal estimates for the commit- 
ment probability, screening referral rate, 
and average detention times and costs. 
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Results 
In the state of Oregon during FY77 

through FY80, there were 27,60 1 screen- 
ings, 14,273 investigations, 7,248 hear- 
ings, and 4 3  14 commitments.' Substi- 
tuting these values in our formulas 
yields: ds = .48, di = .49, dh = .38, p = 

34,  p* = .16, Rs = .52, Ri  = .51, and 
Rh = .62. Therefore, during FY77 
through FY80, 84 percent of the people 
who were screened by CMHP staff for 
possible entrance into the commitment 
process were ultimately released and 16 
percent were committed. 

Table 1 contains data from the first 
six examples of the applicability of our 

methodology. In example 1, the meth- 
odology is used to calculate the average 
detention time and cost for an entire 
population over a particular time period. 
In the state of Oregon during FY77 to 
FY80, we estimate that the average de- 
tention time was about 15.0 days and 
the average detention cost was about 
$1,800. 

To make these calculations we need 
to know the referral rates from each 
commitment step (Rs, Ri, and Rh), the 
detention time in each step (ts, ti, th, 
and tc), and the cost of a unit of deten- 
tion time (e.g., hour or day) at each step 
(Cs, Ci, Ch, and Cc). The referral rates 

Table 1 
Examples of the Use of the Methodology 

Oregon Civil Commitment Data 

Detention Detention Average A Referral Times verage 

Examples 
Rates 

(Days)* 
Total Total 

costs ($)' Detention Detention 

Ci 
Time 

(Days)+ 
cost ($)§ 

Rs Ri Rh ts ti th and tc Cs and Cc 
Ch 

Entire state (FY77-FY80) 
Entire state (FY77-FY80) 
(steps 1 and 2 only) 
Entire state (FY77-FY80) 
(steps 2 and 3 only) 
Entire state (FY77) 

v. 
entire state (FY80) 
Urban counties (FY77-FY80)* 

v. 
rural counties (FY77-FY80)t 
County X (FY79) 

v. 
county X (FY81) 

v. 
countv X (FY83) 

' Urban counties = six counties with population > 100,000. 
t Rural counties = 14 counties with population < 25,000. 
$ Statistical analyses of average detention times. Example 4: t-test = 5.35, d f  = 13762, p < .0001; example 5: t- 
test = 10.28, df  = 24082, p < .0001; example 6: F,2,3241 = 3.1 1, p < .05. 
5 Statistical analyses of average detention costs. Example 4: t-test = 10.30, d f  = 13762, p < .0001; Example 5: t- 
test = 9.74, df  = 24082, p < .0001; example 6: F[2,324] = 1.40, p = not significant. 
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are calculated from available data. If we 
assume that the commitment process 
begins at the point of a screening, then 
ts = 0 and Cs = 0. The duration of 
commitment (tc) during both FY83 and 
FY84 is known to have been about 80 
days.6 It is reasonable to assume that this 
value has been stable over the last few 
years. Therefore we estimate that the 
length of a commitment during FY77 to 
FY80 was also about 80 days. The cost 
of a day of commitment (Cc) during 
FY77 to FY8O is known to have been 
about $ 105.6 These estimates for tc and 
Cc are actually only pertinent to those 
commitments that were made to a state 
hospital. Because they represent about 
90 percent of all commitments during 
this time period, for the purposes of our 
example we will also assume that all 
commitments were made to a state hos- 
pital. 

Because no data are currently avail- 
able concerning ti and th, their values 
must be estimated. Assuming ts = 0, 
then ti + th is the detention time before 
a commitment hearing. Individuals that 
might possibly be detained are those who 
have been the subject of either a citizen 
petition, PO hold, or MD hold. In Ore- 
gon during FY77 to FY80 there were 
14,273 of these individuals, 25 percent 
as a result of citizen petitions, 50 percent 
as a result of PO holds, and 25 percent 
as a result of MD h01ds.l.~ Based on our 
knowledge of Oregon's commitment 
system, it is reasonable to assume that 
none of the people with citizen petitions 
were detained (actually a few are appre- 
hended by POs and taken to a hospital 
for detention) and that people with PO 

and MD holds were detained close to 
the maximal time allowed before their 
formal commitment hearing (7 days and 
5 days, respectively). Therefore, the de- 
tention time before a commitment hear- 
ing becomes: (ti + th) = (0 days)(.25)+ 
(7 days)(.50) + (5 days)(.25) = 4.75 days. 
If we also assume that investigations oc- 
cur at about the midpoint of the deten- 
tion period before a commitment hear- 
ing, then ti = th = 2.375 days. 

Data are also not available concerning 
the exact values for Ci and Ch, the costs 
of units of detention before an investi- 
gation and between an investigation and 
a hearing respectively. Because people 
are usually detained in the same location 
during both of these time periods, we 
can assume that Ci = Ch. From our 
knowledge of Oregon's commitment 
system, it is also reasonable to assume 
that about 80 percent of these detentions 
take place in community hospitals and 
that about 20 percent take place in a 
state hospital. From available data, we 
know that the costs of a day of detention 
during the time period of example 1 
were about $265 in a community hos- 
pital and about $105 in a state hospi- 
ta1.6*8 Therefore, the cost of a day of 
detention before a commitment hearing 
becomes: Ci = Ch = ($265/day)(.80) + 
($105/day)(.20) = $233/day. 

In examples 2 to 6, available estimates 
and straightforward assumptions yield 
the values for Rs, Ri, Rh, tc, Cc, ts, and 
Cs. We calculated ti, th, Ci, and Ch using 
the same assumptions as those used in 
example 1; the percentages of citizen 
petitions, PO holds and MD holds that 
are pertinent to each example; and the 
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estimated costs of a day of detention in 
community and state hospitals during 
the time period of each example. Our 
assumptions and estimates are accepta- 
ble because our primary purpose in this 
paper is to illustrate the applications of 
our methodology rather than to deter- 
mine exact results. 

Examples 2 and 3 show how the meth- 
odology can be used to study just steps 
1 (screening) and 2 (investigation) or just 
steps 2 (investigation) and 3 (hearing) in 
the commitment process. Example 2 
yields the average time that a person was 
detained in Oregon's civil commitment 
process before a commitment hearing 
during FY77 to FY80 and the average 
cost of that period of detention. This 
enables us to illustrate that the average 
cost of detention (c) of $1,806 consists 
of $43 1 (24 percent) of precommitment 
( c r )  costs and $1,375 (76 percent) of 
commitment (c") costs. Example 3 
eliminates the screening step (step 1) in 
which the data are the most difficult to 
collect and the least reliable. It also en- 
ables a study to be made ofjust the more 
formal, legalistic aspects of civil com- 
mitment beginning with an investiga- 
tion. Because the maximal period of de- 
tention before a hearing in Oregon is 
relatively short, the average detention 
time and cost in example 2 are small 
compared with example 3. 

Example 4 demonstrates that the 
methodology can monitor commitment 
processes in a population over time, in 
this case the entire state of Oregon be- 
tween FY77 and FY80. Here we see that 
that average detention time and cost in 
Oregon increased significantly during 
this time period. 

Example 5 uses the methodology to 
compare civil commitment in different 
populations, in this instance Oregon's 
urban and rural counties during FY77 
to ~ 8 0 . ~  Average detention times and 
costs were significantly greater in rural 
counties, reflecting the fact that smaller 
percentages of people were released at 
the screening and investigation steps. 

Example 6 indicates that the meth- 
odology can also be used to monitor the 
effects of changes in a particular com- 
munity mental health system on civil 
c~mrn i tmen t . ' ~  In this example, major 
changes in the CMHP commitment pro- 
cedures in County X occurred in FY8 1, 
which were then readjusted to resemble 
procedures in FY79. Specifically, less 
attention was given by CMHP staff to 
screening and diversion efforts in FY8 1 
and then concerted efforts in this area 
were made in FY83. As might be ex- 
pected, the average detention time in- 
creased in FY81 and then decreased in 
FY83. There were also similar changes 
in the average detention cost but they 
did not reach statistical significance. 

Table 2 contains data that illustrates 
how our methodology might be used to 
examine the effects of specific changes 
in commitment procedures on the av- 
erage detention time and cost. The same 
estimates and assumptions that were 
used in examples 1 to 6 are applied in 
examples 7 to 10, except that the values 
for Ri, Rh, ti, and th are varied as noted 
in the specific examples. The baseline 
example in Table 2 is merely a restate- 
ment of example 1, which calculates the 
average detention time and cost for the 
entire state of Oregon during FY77 
through FY 80. 
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Table 2 
Effects of Changes in Precommitment Detetion Times and Mental Health Professional 

Performance on Average Civil Commitment Detention Time and Cost in Oregon (FY77-FY80) 

Precommit- 
ment Detention Mental Health 

Professional Performance Average Average 
Examples Times (Days) Detention Detention 

Time 
ti O/o 

Rs Ri Rh 
cost ($) 

th Improvement 

Baseline 2.375 2.375 0 .52 .51 .62 14.94 1806 
7 2.375 2.375 5 .52 .48 .62 14.27 1731 

2.375 2.375 10 .52 .46 .62 13.56 1653 
2.375 2.375 15 .52 .43 .62 12.89 1578 

8 2.375 2.375 5 .52 .51 .59 14.29 1737 
2.375 2.375 10 .52 .51 .56 13.64 1669 
2.375 2.375 15 .52 .51 .53 12.99 1601 

9 3.375 2.375 0 .52 .51 .62 15.46 1926 
3.375 2.375 5 .52 .48 .62 14.78 1852 
3.375 2.375 10 .52 .46 .62 14.08 1774 

10 2.375 3.375 0 .52 .51 .62 15.20 1867 
2.375 3.375 5 .52 .51 .59 14.55 1799 

Examples 7 and 8 demonstrate that 
the methodology can be used to examine 
the effects of changing the performance 
of the mental health professionals be- 
tween a screening and an investigation 
(example 7)  and between an investiga- 
tion and a hearing (example 8) while 
keeping the precommitment detention 
times (ti and th) as they were in the 
baseline example. As we might expect, t 
and c decrease with each increment of 
improved performance. We also observe 
that the same percentage of improve- 
ment in mental health professional per- 
formance has a greater effect between a 
screening and an investigation than be- 
tween an investigation and a hearing. 
This result reflects the fact that there are 
more people involved in the commit- 
ment process between a screening and 
an investigation than between an inves- 
tigation and a hearing. Therefore, those 
who wish to decrease the average com- 
mitment detention time and cost by im- 
proving mental health professional per- 

formance would be well advised to 
concentrate their efforts early in the 
commitment process. 

Examples 9 and 10 illustrate how the 
methodology can monitor the effects of 
changing both the mental health profes- 
sional performance and the precommit- 
ment detention times as well as predict 
the change in mental health professional 
performance required to offset specific 
changes in precommitment detention 
times. Example 9 shows the effects on 
the average detention time and cost of 
changing the performance of the mental 
health professionals during the time be- 
tween a screening and an investigation 
while increasing the length of time (ti) 
by one day. In the "worst case," the 
mental health professionals do not pre- 
vent any more people from being inves- 
tigated (0 percent improvement), Ri re- 
mains unchanged at .5 1 despite the extra 
day between the screening and the in- 
vestigation, and both t and c increase 
above baseline. If mental health profes- 
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sional performance improves by 10 per- 
cent (Ri decreases from .5 1 to .46), both 
t and c drop below baseline. Using our 
break-even point formula, we can cal- 
culate that mental health professional 
performance must improve by about 7.9 
percent (R i  decrease to .47) in order to 
offset the one day increase in ti. 

Example 10 illustrates the effects of 
changing the performance of the mental 
health professionals during the time be- 
tween an investigation and a hearing 
while increasing that length of time ( th)  
by one day. In this example, however, 
we see that even a 5 percent improve- 
ment in mental health professional per- 
formance lowers the average detention 
cost to below the baseline level. Again, 
using our break-even point formula, we 
can calculate that mental health profes- 
sional performance must improve by 
about 4.5 percent (Rh  decrease to .60) 
to offset the one-day increase in th. 

From examples 9 and 10 we see that 
the improvement in mental health 
professional performance required to 
offset the one-day increase in the value 
for ti is greater than that required to 
offset the one-day increase in the value 
for th. This is true because there are far 
fewer people in detention between an 
investigation and a hearing than be- 
tween a screening and an investigation. 
There are fewer people whose detention 
will be increased by a lengthened th than 
by a lengthened ti and therefore less 
resources that have to be recouped by 
improved mental health professional 
performance. Therefore, if one wants to 
extend the maximal period of precom- 

mitment detention but is also concerned 
about the possible financial impact, it 
would be best to add days later rather 
than earlier in the commitment process. 

Discussion 
There are several implications of our 

methodology that merit discussion. The 
assumptions and estimates in our cal- 
culations suggest the type of data that 
are needed to evaluate civil commitment 
processes adequately. In addition to the 
numbers of screenings, investigations, 
hearings, and commitments, data are 
also needed pertaining to the detention 
time and cost at each commitment step. 
Obtaining these data will require rela- 
tively sophisticated research efforts. For 
example, this study includes only hos- 
pital charges in the cost estimates. A 
complete economic analysis of commit- 
ment costs must also include profes- 
sional fees, police costs, court and attor- 
ney fees, and lost income. 

The formula for the average detention 
time underscores the importance of doc- 
umenting the overall length of detention 
and its components when comparing 
different jurisdictions. States that allow 
persons to be detained and treated for 
long periods before a commitment hear- 
ing might be expected to have fewer 
numbers of commitments and perhaps 
a shorter average commitment time than 
states requiring prompt commitment 
hearings after detention. Including data 
on the period of detention before a com- 
mitment would yield more meaningful 
comparisons. Similarly, data reflecting 
the periods of detention before an inves- 
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tigation and between an investigation 
and a hearing enable comparisons to be 
made of the way in which the timing of 
important commitment procedures 
might affect detention times and costs. 

The formula for the average detention 
cost illustrates the importance of iden- 
tifying the relative cost of detaining peo- 
ple in different locations (e.g., state hos- 
pital versus community hospital) and 
enables comparisons to be made of ju- 
risdictions that use different combina- 
tions of detention facilities. 

It is important to understand that our 
formulas for t and c pertain to the aver- 
age detention time and cost for people 
involved in the civil commitment proc- 
ess and not to the total number of people 
involved or to the total cost of operating 
the civil commitment system. It is pos- 
sible that improved mental health 
professional performance that results in 
larger numbers of people being diverted 
out of the commitment process could 
also result in more "recycling" of people 
through the system, an increase in the 
total number of people involved, and 
perhaps an increase in the total cost. 
This situation would depend, of course, 
on what was done with those diverted 
people to keep them out of the commit- 
ment process. Any system that attempts 
to control costs by increasing the num- 
ber of people diverted out of the com- 
mitment process will need to monitor 
closely the number of people who are 
readmitted. 

It is apparent from our methodology 
and examples that the total cost of a civil 
commitment system can be apportioned 

into its components such as precommit- 
ment and commitment costs. The exact 
costs in any commitment system will 
depend upon the specific nature of the 
system itself, including the procedures 
and decision makers involved, the allow- 
able detention times, and the costs of 
hospital and alternative treatment. Once 
these variables have been quantified, our 
methodology can be used as a means to 
compare commitment processes across 
jurisdictions or to monitor changes in a 
single jurisdiction over time. 

Finally, our methodology documents 
the specific effects of procedural changes 
in the commitment process, demon- 
strates the dynamic interplay that exists 
between different facets of the process, 
and suggests that certain combinations 
of procedural changes may be cost-effec- 
tive. It is important to emphasize that 
no one knows what the "correct" values 
for these parameters are in any jurisdic- 
tion. Suffice it to say that neither "less" 
nor "more" may be necessarily better. 
The appropriate values will be deter- 
mined by a combination of factors, in- 
cluding the characteristics of the people 
involved in the commitment process, 
the efforts of local CMHP staff to divert 
people out of the process, the availability 
and cost of community treatment, and 
the distance to a state hospital. 

Many questions remain to be an- 
swered before we will adequately under- 
stand civil commitment. Combined 
with better data pertaining to detention 
times and costs and the interdependence 
of commitment processes, we believe the 
methodology we have described here can 
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be used as a framework to advance our 
understanding of this complex issue. 
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