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PERSPECTIVES

In North Carolina alone, an estimated 11,000 people with serious mental 
illnesses are admitted to jail each year. Taking into consideration all jails across the 
nation, that number balloons to a staggering 2 million. Of those 2 million, nearly 
three-quarters are also struggling with drug and/or alcohol use problems. Once 
incarcerated, those with mental illnesses tend to stay in jail longer and, upon release, be 
at a higher risk of recidivism than individuals without mental illnesses. 

With jails needing to spend two to three times more money on adults with mental 
illnesses than those without, this problematic system comes at an enormous cost to 
the taxpayer. In addition to the monetary costs, there is also a human toll. Typically, 
jails cannot provide the recovery and treatment services that individuals with mental 
illnesses need, and incarceration often makes recovery more difficult and recidivism 
more likely. If this goes unchanged, large numbers of individuals with mental illnesses 
will continue to cycle through the criminal justice system with little likelihood of 
recovery. 

It was in this context that the National Association of Counties (NACo), the 
Council of State Governments, and the American Psychiatric Foundation launched 
the Stepping Up Initiative in 2015. The initiative aims to improve the criminal 
justice system for those with mental illnesses by (1) reducing the number of people 
with mental illnesses in jails; (2) reducing the lengths of stay for these individuals; 
(3) increasing connections to community treatment resources upon release from jail; 
and (4) reducing recidivism rates. To be formally recognized as a participant in the 
initiative, county government must pass a resolution that commits the county to 
specific actions to reduce the number of people with mental illnesses in county jail. 
Since Stepping Up’s launch, North Carolina has been recognized for its commitment 
to the initiative with 44 counties out of 100 having adopted the resolution. The map 
below shows which counties in NC have passed the resolution. 

North Carolina Counties Active in the Stepping Up Initiative

North Carolina Counties Step Up to Reduce 
Mental Illness and Addiction in Jails
          By Victoria Dounoucos | 2017 NCACC Summer Intern, Ph.D. Candidate, Duke University

 With such a high number of counties 
participating, the North Carolina 
Association of County Commissioners 
(NCACC) wanted to know more about 
what counties are doing to implement the 
program, the needs and challenges faced 
by counties, and how to help counties 
move forward. As a way to answer these 
questions, the Association commissioned 
a study, which I was tasked to conduct as 
part of the NCACC summer internship 
program. The report, which is available 
on the NCACC website at www.ncacc.
org/590/Intern-Projects, provides insight 
into the status of the Stepping Up 
Initiative in participating counties. It also 
serves as a resource to help understand 
the progress North Carolina counties are 
making in implementing the resolution, 
discover how NCACC and others can aid 
counties in moving forward, and facilitate 
idea sharing and collaboration among 
counties. 

In order to collect this information, 
I conducted a series of interviews with 
representatives from each county that 
has adopted the Stepping Up resolution. 
Representatives included key stakeholders 
such as county managers, county 
commissioners, public/behavioral health 
providers, LME/MCO representatives, 
sheriffs and jailing officers, and others. 
The bulk of the interview questions were 
aimed at learning about the specifics of 
each county’s Stepping Up program and 
were based on NACo’s “Six Question 
Guide” to implementation, which 
discusses the six questions county leaders 
should ask themselves in order to assess 
their community’s efforts to reduce the 
number of people with mental illnesses 
in jails. Additionally, representatives were 
asked “big picture” questions that focused 

on county needs, challenges associated 
with implementation, and lessons learned. 

Upon completion of the interviews, 
it became clear that most counties were 
facing many of the same problems, and 
needed very similar things to continue 
to progress. Nearly every county 
expressed the need for more funding, 
but the research also showed that 
several other categories of need pose 
significant challenges to counties. The 
study explored the range of challenges 
facing each county and found that four 
specific categories of need were most 
commonly identified by counties. The 
categories include: (1) Staff Positions, 
(2) Data, Information, and Training, 
(3) Community Resources, and (4) 
Stakeholder Engagement. The report 
singles out which counties are being 
impacted the most by each category 
of need, along with a county profile 
explaining why the need is present. 

As outlined in the report, North 
Carolina counties are enthusiastic about 
the Stepping Up Initiative, and many 
counties are implementing creative 
programs to address the issue of mental 
illness in jails. Of the 44 counties that 
have adopted the Stepping Up resolution, 
28 are making at least some progress 
-- this could be as small as assembling 
a group of stakeholders for an initial 
meeting, or as big as creating and 
implementing a pre-trial release program 
-- toward the initiative’s goals. These 
28 counties make up 64 percent of the 
44 active counties, and 28 percent of 
all counties in North Carolina. This is a 
wonderful start, but there is certainly still 
room to grow. 

All counties were asked about 
the greatest challenge facing their 
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active counties also emphasize the importance of establishing a diverse committee that 
represents a wide cross-section of the community. The more voices a county can bring 
to the table, the more perspectives it can incorporate into its planning. This allows the 
county to create a more holistic plan of action. Counties also reported the benefits of 
using the Toolkit available on NACo’s website, approaching the initiative with a lot of 
patience and understanding, and recognizing that your county’s solution does not have 
to reinvent the wheel. 

Advice and Lessons Learned
The county profiles included in the full report provide some insight and suggestions 

for moving forward and addressing the four greatest areas of need. Counties interested 
in addressing staffing needs may want consider as a first step designating an individual 
to lead stakeholder meetings and ensure meetings are regularly held. There is no 
need to feel as if this person has to bear the responsibility of implementing the entire 
Stepping Up program, or that they will forever fill this leadership position. Counties 
can start by making small changes in order to gain more financial support and 
commitment, and any funding that follows may be put toward a new staff position. 
It’s also important to consider what kind of staff positions each stakeholder may need. 
In addition to a county facilitator position, perhaps the jail may need an individual to 
navigate the release process and connect individuals to community resources. With 
a complete understanding of the staff positions needed, the county can then work to 
prioritize these in order to make hires that will be the most effective use of funds. 

To address the issue of Data, Information, and Training, Buncombe County 
stressed the importance of a planning committee considering data collection and 
program evaluation from the very beginning. Planning committees need to have an 
understanding of the data to which they will have access, and a plan to improve this 
data, and measure the success of any programs they choose to implement. Orange and 
Wake counties have had much success in this area by making use of research and data 
expertise at nearby universities. 

The lack of community resources is certainly the most difficult need to address, 
but it is not impossible. Some counties have joined forces with their neighbors to 
create a regional approach to the Stepping Up Initiative. Franklin, Granville, Vance, 
Halifax, and Warren counties have established an interlocal agreement for approaching 
the problem and sharing resources between the five counties. Davie and Forsyth 
counties have also engaged in conversations surrounding community resources that 
could be utilized by both counties. Stakeholders from these counties have expressed 
that approaching the initiative as a collective has allowed the counties to do more to 
address this problem than they could do alone. Finally, several counties emphasized the 
importance of regularly holding meetings and providing updates to keep stakeholders 
engaged with the initiative. Mecklenburg County has found that viewing the initiative 
as a constantly evolving issue has helped maintain engagement. Keeping stakeholders 
aware of how things are changing over time, and regularly updating the committee’s 
goals and mission to fit these changes will not only improve engagement, but will also 
help the county build the most successful program that it can. n

communities in implementing the Stepping Up 
Initiative. As can be seen in Figure 2, a lack of 
community resources –housing options, residential 
treatment facilities, psychiatrists, etc. – was by far 
the most popular response with 52 percent of the 
active counties identifying this to be a challenge 
in their communities. For most counties, diversion 
options are not available, and despite wide 
agreement that jails are not an appropriate place 
for individuals with mental illnesses, oftentimes 
there are no other options. Additionally, a lack of 
community resources available upon release makes 
it difficult for treatment plans to be followed, 
increasing the likelihood of recidivism. Other 
common challenges included a lack of funding, 
too few staff members, slow progress, difficulty 
sharing data and information across agencies, and 
challenges associated with meshing the opinions 
and perspectives among a diverse group of 
stakeholders. 

Challenges Trends
Also as part of the study, counties were asked 

about the needs they have moving forward. Figure 
3 shows that, unsurprisingly, community resources 
and funding were the two most common responses. 
In addition to these needs, counties emphasized 
the importance of designating an individual 
to coordinate the efforts in their communities. 
Those counties that have been able to designate a 
coordinator position have found that it has helped 
keep stakeholders engaged, facilitate discussion and 
collaboration, and ensure that action steps continue 
to be taken. Other common responses include the 
need to train individuals and groups at all points of 
contact within the criminal justice system, and for 
guidance on best practices. 

Needs Trends
 When asked to share any advice or lessons 

learned throughout this process, nearly 30 percent 
of the 44 counties emphasized the importance 
of having committed leadership, as can be seen 
in Figure 4. Having commitment from all major 
stakeholders (i.e., law enforcement, sheriff ’s office, 
and county commissioners) opens the door for 
opportunities that may not exist without their 
support. On a related note, a large percentage of 

Figure 2

Figure 3

Figure 4
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The NCACC worked closely with the North Carolina Practice Improvement Collaborative to develop a day-
long statewide Stepping Up Summit held in May that attracted over 200 attendees. Keynote addresses 
were provided by Dr. Fred Osher, Director of Health Systems and Services Policy at the Council of State 
Government Justice Center and Leon Evans, President and Chief Executive Officer for the Center for Health 
Care Services in Bexar County, Texas. Buncombe, Pitt and Alamance counties spoke about their on-going 
Stepping Up program experiences as a part of the Summit. The Summit presentations and materials are 
available on the Association’s website. 

UPCOMING COURSES

I Second That Motion: Focused 
Session on Procedural Rules for 
Public Of� cials
Asheville
November 9, 2017

Capital Budgeting & Infrastructure 
for Elected Of� cials
Pittsboro
November 17, 2017

Leading Change in Your 
Community and Region
Hickory
January 11, 2018

Leading Change in Your 
Community and Region
Chapel Hill
January 25, 2018

Managing Con� ict: How to 
Disagree and Still Work Together
TBD
February 9, 2018

Leading Change in Your 
Community and Region
Sunset Beach
February 16, 2018

Leading Change in Your 
Community and Region
Asheville
February 22, 2018

Leading Change in Your 
Community and Region
Greenville
March 9, 2018

Strategic Planning
Chapel Hill
March 9, 2018

LEADING CHANGE IN YOUR COMMUNITY AND REGION

“ � e Local Elected Leaders Academy 
helped me gain the factual understanding 
I needed as a new county commissioner. 
More advanced courses helped me 
understand my leadership strengths and 
weaknesses. I advise other commissioners: 
use everything you can � om the School of 
Government and the Association. It will 
save you � om a lot of mistakes.”

—Larry Phillips
Commissioner, Surry County Board of 

Commissioners and NCACC President Elect

Local governments can’t solve complex public 
problems alone. Planning for safe and adequate 
water supplies, growing local economies, and 
even � nding ef� ciencies in service delivery 
are issues that transcend jurisdictional or 
organizational boundaries. No one organization 
has the power, resources, or ability to tackle 
these issues without involving others. 

You will learn how to extend your leadership to 
move beyond in� uencing issues within your city/
county organization to in� uencing change in the 
broader community and region. You will learn 
what it means to have a collaborative mindset, 
how to frame issues for broad appeal and 
support, how to convene stakeholder groups, 
and how to formulate strategies that generate 
action and accountability for moving joint 
initiatives forward.

JANUARY 11 | HICKORY

JANUARY 25 | CHAPEL HILL

FEBRUARY 16 | SUNSET BEACH

FEBRUARY 22 | ASHEVILLE

MARCH 9 | GREENVILLE 

To register, visit bit.ly/Essentials2018. To 
register by phone, call 919.966.4414. For 
more information, contact Toogie Hampton at 
thampton@sog.unc.edu or 919.843.6518.

Visit lela.unc.edu for an up-to-date calendar of educational programs offered through the Local Elected Leaders 
Academy. To learn more, contact Donna Warner at 919.962.1575 or warner@sog.unc.edu. 

LOCAL ELECTED LEADERS

Strategic Leadership Education for County and Municipal Elected O�  cials 

LOCAL ELECTED LEADERS

for County and Municipal Elected O�  cials

Academy


