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‘Mental Checks’ 
Among Toughest

Police Tasks 
By Mary Zdanowicz

One of the most diffi cult calls 
that police respond to is a request 
for a “well-being check.”  That’s 
because offi cers never know what 
they might fi nd. Typical scenarios 
range from a person who doesn’t 
answer the phone because they just 
don’t want to talk to the person 

calling, to someone found unconscious in their home.
In recent years, well-being calls involving individu-

als experiencing symptoms of serious mental illnesses 
have been increasing. The closure of state psychiatric 
hospital beds and scarcity of accessible community 
services have resulted in increasing numbers of people 
with serious mental illnesses who are not receiving the 
treatment and services they require. Consequently, of-
fi cers are being called to respond when people are ex-
periencing psychiatric crises. However, police offi cers 
say that there is no “typical scenario” in these cases 

although occasionally they can be dangerous.
Any police offi cer will attest that dealing with men-

tal illness is becoming an increasingly important part 
of their job. Between January 1 and mid-August this 
year, the Dennis Police Department handled 180 calls 
for service involving a person with mental illness. 

This year, Dennis Chief of Police Peter DiMatteo in-
vested in a training program to help prepare the d e-
partment’s offi cers to respond to situations involving 
people experiencing psychiatric crises. The training was 
based on a national model of Crisis Intervention Teams 
(CIT) in which offi cers are trained to difuse tense situ-
ations and divert people with mental illness from the 
criminal justice system to services and treatment. 

The Dennis Police Department program is based on 
a CCIT model that originated in Taunton, in which 
the extra “C” stands for Community. Its holistic ap-
proach includes both training and a “case conference” 
component. Representatives from several disciplines 
participate, including law enforcement, local hospital 
emergency departments, probation offi cers, the state 
department of mental health, and community mental 
health providers, to name a few. Case conferences are 
convened on a regular basis to develop strategies to 
improve access to treatment and support services for 
mentally ill individuals in their communities who are 
most vulnerable to dangerous behaviors.

A particularly interesting aspect of the Dennis 
CCIT program was initiated by the Community Ser-
vice Unit and involves routine well-being checks for 
individuals with mental illnesses who are living in the 
community. Each month, an offi cer from the Dennis 
Police Department and a clinician from the Depart-
ment of Mental Health (MDH) visit individuals who 
have had problems in the past. The visits provide an 
opportunity for police to develop relationships with 
the individuals, which can reduce the risk of potential 
physical interactions. 

Participation is voluntary, but the program has 
been well-received and there are a number of individ-
uals who participate.

Police Chiefs in Barnstable, Chatham, Nantucket 
and Yarmouth have invested in similar programs and 
NAMI Cape Cod & the Islands plans to sponsor CCIT 
training for other departments with funds that have 
been donated for that purpose. It is something that 
benefi ts us all.

If you or someone you know is struggling with a 

By Larry Lyford
The healthcare industry is ever 

evolving with a multitude of fi elds 
in which nurses and doctors can 
specialize, including holistic care.

Holistic care has a long history, 
dating back to the days of Florence 
Nightingale, a pioneer in the nurs-
ing industry. Over time, especially 

throughout the last several years, there has been an 
increasing demand for a 
more person-centered care, 
focusing more on treating 
the whole person rather 
than just treating the ailment. There has also been a 
rise in the emphasis on organic food and integrating 
exercise such as yoga into daily routines, increasing 
self-awareness of the many effects of nutrition and fi t-
ness on the overall health of patients. 

The ultimate goal of holistic health is healing the 
person as a whole. For instance, a holistic nurse is a li-
censed nurse who takes a “mind-body-spirit-emotion-
environment” approach to the practice of traditional 
nursing, integrating the principles of holistic heal-
ing into daily life within a clinical practice. When a 
patient is being treated, a variety of treatment tech-
niques will be used. While the treatment plan may 
involve medication to relieve symptoms, it will also 
require lifestyle modifi cations. 

If you’re looking for holistic services you can ask 
within your current healthcare practice, or fi nd a pro-
vider who solely focuses on holistic care. Often there 

are several providers in a practice focusing on holistic 
medicine with different concentrations such as ho-
meopathic, chiropractic, naturopathic and osteopath-
ic. When choosing the right holistic provider for you, 
one of the best sources is a recommendation from 
someone you trust. Ask questions such as: Are they 
board certifi ed in holistic medicine? Do you share the 
same views? Are they spending enough time with you 
to fully understand your needs?

Make sure they are asking you a full array of ques-
tions including those about 
your diet, exercise, how 
you feel emotionally, sleep 
habits and more. To fi nd 

a holistic practitioner in your area, or to learn more 
about holistic care you could visit the American Holis-
tic Medical Association website at www.ahha.org. 

(Mr. Lyford is Director of Sales & Marketing for 
Thirwood Place in South Yarmouth, 508-398-8006 
or llyford@thirwoodplace.com.  Last year Thirwood 
Place invited Amanda Murphy, RN, BA, HN-BC to 
present a course on Holistic Care & Feeding of the 
Body, Mind & Spirit for nurses and social workers.)
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serious mental illness you can help by contacting the 
National Alliance on Mental Illness Cape Cod & Is-
lands, 508-778-4277 or info@namicapecod.org. Like 
us on Facebook! 

(Ms. Zdanowicz, an attorney in Eastham special-
izing in mental illness and policy, is an Advocacy 
Consultant for NAMI CC&I and was founding Ex-
ecutive Director of Treatment Advocacy Center.) 
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