
 
Overview of Civil Commitment 
 
 

A civil commitment (or involuntary 
commitment) is a court-ordered process 
where an individual is involuntarily placed in 
treatment (inpatient or outpatient) for 
conditions like severe mental illness, 
developmental disability, or substance 
dependency, usually because they are a 
danger to themselves or others, or unable to 
care for basic needs, and won't seek help 
voluntarily, serving as a last resort for 
necessary care and public safety. 

According to the Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administration 
(SAMHSA), civil commitment is a legal 
intervention wherein a judge or jury may 
order a person with a mental illness who 
meets certain criteria to be confined to a 
psychiatric hospital, or to receive 
supervised outpatient treatment. 

The purpose of a civil commitment is to 
provide critical treatment when someone is 
unwilling or unable to get it themselves, 
protecting both the individual and the 
community. The criteria may vary by state, 
so it is always necessary to check out your 
state laws regarding civil commitment.  

Typically, it requires a treatable condition 
(mental illness, chemical dependency, 
developmental disability) and proof of 
"dangerousness," often defined as posing a 
risk of harm or failing to meet basic needs. 
The legal Process involves hearings, due 
process rights (like legal representation), 
and judicial oversight, with a focus on the 
least restrictive treatment possible.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
A civil commitment is considered a last 
resort when voluntary treatment fails, 
aiming to reduce the need for it through 
better community care.  
 

The Process involves: 

1. Trigger: A crisis or concern about 
harm initiates the process, often 
involving family, police, or hospitals. 
 

2. Detention/Hold: An initial short-term 
hold (like an emergency detention) 
may occur. 
 

3. Investigation & Hearing: A court 
process determines if the legal 
criteria for commitment are met, 
with the individual having rights to 
challenge the commitment. 
 

4. Court Order: A judge issues an order 
for a specific duration and type of 
treatment, which can include 
hospitalization or supervised 
outpatient care. Subsequent 
hearings might be involved.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

*The information provided here does not, and 
is not intended to, constitute legal advice; 
instead, all information, content, and 
materials are for general informational 
purposes only. Contact a lawyer for legal 
counsel and check your state laws for the  
most accurate/up-to-date information. 
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