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A prosecutor �les criminal charges against the person. The court may o�er the person an opportunity 
to participate in a diversion program (alternative to detention). This depends on several factors, 
such as age, severity of crime, whether it was a �rst-time o�ense or if they have children.

If the person does not receive this opportunity or is not released on bail, they await trial in jail (detention). 

If the person is found guilty, they may be o�ered the 
opportunity to participate in a diversion program, be 
released on probation, or serve a sentence in jail (less 
than one year) or in prison (longer-term incarceration).

Once the person serves their sentence, they are 
released to the community. From prison, this may 
mean being released on parole. From jail, this may 
mean being released on probation. 

Parole

Incarceration

Community Supervision (Probation or Parole)
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Pretrial Release

Acquitted or
Dismissed

Arraignment Detention (Jail)

Convicted Reentry to 
Community

Alternative to Detention/Incarceration or Diversion

Police arrest someone 
suspected of committing 
a crime. 1

Alternative to Incarceration, 
or Diversion, which may include:
- Mandated mental health treatment
- Mandated substance use treatment

Adjudication
or Trial

Alternative to Detention, 
or Diversion, which may include:
- Voluntary or mandated mental health treatment
- Voluntary or mandated substance use treatment

New York City Criminal Justice System
People can have many different types of interactions with the criminal justice system. This chart can help you better understand these types of interactions, so you can use precise 
language when speaking with patients about their experiences. See the other side of this document for a glossary of common terms used in the criminal justice system.

Chart and example of an individual’s path through 
the criminal justice system



Alternative to incarceration (ATI or diversion). 
Any program that allows a person to attend  
a specialized court (e.g., drug court or mental 
health court) to avoid incarceration and  
receive treatment for substance use and  
mental health conditions or traumatic  
brain injury. 

Adjudication. The process in which a judge 
hears a case and then makes a decision  
about that case.

Arraignment. An accused individual’s first  
appearance in court before a judge. At this 
time the judge explains the charges and  
the individual’s rights.  

Arrest. To hold someone in legal custody, 
either at the scene of a crime or as a result  
of an investigation. Police can arrest an  
individual if someone else files a complaint. 
Police can also arrest a person if they have  
an outstanding warrant or if their probation  
or parole gets revoked. In 2017 there were 
239,971 arrests in New York City. 

Bail. The amount of money, set by the judge 
at arraignment, which is used to ensure a 
defendant will appear in court. On any given 
day in 2016, 72 percent of people detained 
at Rikers Island (a jail in New York City) were 
incarcerated because they could not pay bail 
for their release. 

Community supervision. Individuals  
supervisedby probation or parole officers  
in the community. The severity of the  
offense determines the level of supervision 
needed. Supervision can include routine  
and random drug testing, meetings with  
probation or parole officers, mandatory  
substance use treatment and community  
service. Meeting the requirements of  

community supervision can be challenging 
and make it difficult for some patients to 
appear for medical appointments or stick to 
treatment plans. 

Detention. When a person is held in custody 
awaiting adjudication or a court’s decision  
on a case. Detention can last for days, weeks 
or longer. In addition to the jails on Rikers 
Island, in New York City people are detained 
at 16 court detention facilities, three hospital 
prison wards and four borough jails, which 
have a combined capacity of approximately 
3,000 people.

Diversion. Instead of sentencing or formal 
case processing, law enforcement or the court 
may direct people into diversion programs, 
which are community-based, rehabilitation 
interventions. These programs are usually for 
defendants who are considered low-risk, are 
adolescents, or have significant mental health 
or substance use issues. To be considered for  
diversion, defense attorneys and other diversion 
program staff will confer with attorneys and 
judges to review the case. Upon review, the 
defendant’s original sentence may be modified 
and they may be diverted to a program, such 
as a residential or nonresidential facility for 
mental health or substance use treatment. 
Diversion programs are often known as  
alternatives to incarceration or ATI programs.

Incarceration. Time served in jail or prison. 

Jail. A criminal justice facility used for pretrial 
detention (after arrest, but before conviction) 
or for sentences less than one year. Counties 
or city government agencies typically operate 
jails. As of September 2018, 8,400 people 
were being detained at Rikers Island, a jail  
in New York City.  
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Parole. The process of being conditionally  
released from prison before completing a  
sentence. The conditions of parole typically 
limit certain activities the individual can take 
part in and require a parole officer in the  
community to supervise the individual. In 
2016, there were approximately 19,000  
people on parole in New York City.

Prison. A criminal justice facility for sentences 
greater than one year. Prisons are run by  
state or federal agencies and classified as  
minimum-security, medium-security or  
maximum-security facilities. The same  
classifications apply to the offenses and/or  
behavior of people incarcerated in prisons. 
These individuals are usually assigned to prisons 
with a corresponding level of security. 

Probation. A sentence of community-based 
supervision instead of incarceration. Probation 
includes conditions and bans on certain  
activities and often includes fines imposed  
by the court at the time of sentencing. At the 
end of 2017, there were more than 19,000 
active adult supervision cases of people on 
probation in New York City. 

Recidivism. Repetition or relapse of criminal 
behavior.

Reentry. The term used for when a person is 
released from jail or prison and returns either 
to their preincarceration home community  
or to a different community.
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To view the references in this guide, 

visit nyc.gov/health and search for criminal justice toolkit.
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