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This brief presents key themes from interviews with community-based agencies and legal 
professionals engaged with the Missouri State Public Defender’s Holistic Defense Services Program 
(HDSP). Because holistic defense extends beyond legal representation, the perspectives of external, non-
MSPD stakeholders are critical to understanding HDSP’s broader impact. Input from legal stakeholders, 
such as judges and prosecutors, can influence case negotiations, pretrial release decisions, and 
sentencing outcomes. Meanwhile, partnerships with service providers and local agencies are essential 
for connecting clients to needed treatment and resources. To explore the role of HDSP with external 
agencies and partners, the WEI research team conducted interviews in 2024 with 15 community 
stakeholders across Missouri. Participants included representatives from the judiciary, prosecution, 
pretrial services, local service providers, behavioral health practitioners, and local government 
leadership. These interviews surfaced five main themes, described below. 

1. Mutual Benefit of Cross-System Collaboration 
Stakeholders described HDSP as strengthening cross-agency collaboration by improving 
communication and system coordination. They shared that the program helped agencies that had 
not previously worked together connect more effectively. By engaging at key points in the 
system, stakeholders noted that HDSP supported earlier client identification, enhanced outreach, 
and improved information-sharing among partners. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

2. Need for Comprehensive Support for MSPD Clients 
Many stakeholders noted HDSP as essential to addressing MSPD client needs that extend 
beyond the legal case. Stakeholders recognized common challenges clients face with housing, 
employment, behavioral health, and access to services. Stakeholders shared that identifying and  
addressing client needs early often contributed to enhanced stability and improved outcomes. 

"[HDSP has] been great for my connected piece with the public defender's office because 
often times public defenders are hard to get a hold of. But [HDSP staff has] always been a 
lot easier trying to coordinate things and figure out treatment and stuff [for the client]." -
Behavioral health practitioner 
 

"We want to really partner with that holistic team in terms of ensuring that the clients 
we're either evaluating or we've treated are then getting connected to community mental 
health services. Or in turn, if we can work with the [HDSP] team to identify individuals 

that could be. . .diverted out of jail and diverted out of an inpatient hospital bed.. . . So if 
they [HDSP] can identify individuals early.” – Department of Mental Health 
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3. Desire to Define Success Beyond Recidivism 

Stakeholders emphasized a shared belief that success for individuals involved in the criminal 
justice system should be measured by long-term stability and community engagement, not solely 
by recidivism rates. They viewed the HDSP model as aligned with this vision, highlighting its 
focus on helping clients overcome barriers, build a strong foundation, and work toward lasting, 
positive outcomes in their communities. 

 

4. Assistance for Legal Professions Beyond MSPD 
Legal stakeholders pointed to HDSP as vital in assisting them and other legal professionals make 
informed decisions that benefit their case, the client, and the community. Legal professionals 
expressed an increase in comfort with recommending bonds and other pretrial release decisions 
when they knew the clients had access to services and stable living arrangements often facilitated 

“One man, he was picked up from New York State where he resides and holds current 
employment. . . He's done his time [in Missouri], and he was released [from jail], but he didn't 
have the money to…get back to New York. So [HDSP] reached out to us, and we were able to get 
him back to stability with his job[in New York].” – Human services agency 
 

"We actually had a veteran that we helped get placed somewhere that he was literally like 
coming down to the wire like he was homeless yet again. . .[HDSP staff] called me, and I 

called our Commander, and we got something worked out, you know, and I called the Crisis 
Stabilization Center [and the client got a bed].” - Crisis responder 

 

"A lot of people look at that recidivism measure as the measure of success. . . what this holistic 
defense model really looks at. . .[are measures of success like], "Is this person thriving? Does this 
person have relationships that help him or her thrive? Is this person engaged in the community? 
Is this person adding to the thriving nature of a community?" . . .Those are the real measures 
of success for that person." -District Commissioner 
 

“[I] had a defendant that had a severe addiction problem ….  I worked with [HDSP] very 
closely. . .she was able to help with housing and clothing and, transportation and, some 

classes, and some other things that she needed. … I saw her in court, this particular 
defendant because she now has a job at a law office [and] doing really well in 

recovery.. .  That would not have happened had it not been for the holistic defense 
and helping provide some of these resources and connect some of these dots.”- Judge 

 



3 
 

through HDSP. In this sense, HDSP may enhance collaboration across the legal system and help 
stakeholders explore alternatives to incarceration.  

 

5. Barriers to Full Implementation or Scale 
Stakeholders identified limited awareness of HDSP as a primary challenge and expressed a need 
for broader education among community partners. Some community organizations were unaware 
of the full scope of the HDSP program, especially those removed from direct services. Some 
concerns were also raised about HDSP’s capacity, including the need for additional HDSP staff 
to support more frequent engagement with shared clients. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
Stakeholders across Missouri shared strong support for the Holistic Defense Services Program (HDSP) 
and expressed a desire to see it expanded. They emphasized that greater awareness and funding could 
increase the program’s reach and impact. Based on their experiences, stakeholders reported HDSP as 
helping to connect clients to needed services, support more informed legal decision-making, and 
improve coordination across agencies. Many felt the program contributed to addressing underlying 
challenges that often lead to justice system involvement. Overall, HDSP was viewed by stakeholders as 
a promising model for creating a more responsive and effective justice system. 

“There needs to be better education. The public defenders are pretty well versed in 
[HDSP]. . .[but] our newer public defenders, I don't think are as aware of what it 
means and what's available. Our private bar doesn't know. And I think that education 
in the legal community about this whole concept [of HDSP] and what's available and 
what's there, needs to happen." - Judge 

 

"I would just like to see if they could get in sooner with their folks. Maybe even like when they first 
come into the jail, . . .because, you know, we might be more comfortable putting them out on bond 
if we know they have services and a place [to live] versus… I don't like letting people out on bond 
when they go, 'Where are you gonna live?' 'I don't know.' So, when [HDSP] brings that [home] plan 
in, I certainly would be more comfortable saying, "Judge, I'm okay with that," -Prosecutor 

 

“I agreed with the defense attorney that her [the defendant] problem is addiction. She 
wasn't committing other crimes. It was the possession of controlled substances repeatedly. 
And so, how do you break that cycle? . . I credit the defense attorney for approaching and 

thinking outside the box, saying, 'Hey, judge, if we could provide some of these things and 
put her in an opportunity where there's a chance of success [through HDSP], would you be 

amenable to that?' I was like, 'Of course I would.'” – Judge  

 


