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Stepping Up  

Stepping Up   
Initiative Overview  
The Stepping Up initiative was launched in 2015 as a partnership between The Council of State 
Governments (CSG) Justice Center, the National Association of Counties, and the American Psychiatric 
Association Foundation. Since then, Stepping Up has provided counties with tools to effect 
comprehensive, cross-systems change that can address the prevalence of mental illness and co-occurring 
substance use disorders in local justice systems. The Stepping Up initiative seeks to bolster cross-systems 
collaboration and build out community-based services and supports to reduce incarceration and 
reincarceration, respond effectively to people in crisis, and ultimately prevent contact with the justice 
system in the first place. The Stepping Up framework is designed to meet counties where they are, giving 
them the flexibility to select the best strategies for their local context. Because of this flexibility, counties 
may have questions about where they are in the process and if they are ready to begin implementing 
Stepping Up. This toolkit is for counties interested in implementing Stepping Up, including counties new to 
Stepping Up, counties seeking to re-engage, or those currently implementing and looking to increase or 
sustain their capacity. The toolkit is designed for use in conjunction with the existing planning and 
implementation framework and can be used to assess readiness for both the adult and youth Stepping Up 
models.  
 
County Readiness  
Before beginning any new initiative, it is essential to assess readiness for implementation. Understanding 
various elements of readiness ensures counties can most effectively set a strong foundation for success. 
Several factors associated with county readiness are described in the table below. Counties should 
consider their readiness as pre-work to revisit, grow or implement any new initiative including Stepping Up. 
 

Knowledge 
of the Issue 

For Stepping Up, the issue at hand is the overrepresentation of individuals with serious 
behavioral health needs. Community members must first understand and acknowledge 
that this is an issue affecting their community.  

Climate 
Climate refers to the county’s attitude toward addressing the issue. Initiatives have 
stronger support from the community when the need can be demonstrated and buy-in is 
obtained by aligning with local priorities and attitudes.  

Knowledge 
of Efforts 

Community and partner knowledge of current initiatives and efforts is important to ensure 
that resources and support are known and accessible to all segments of the community.  

Leadership 
In addition to broader community buy-in, leadership and influential partners must also 
recognize the importance of the issue and support efforts to address it. Bringing 
important partners on board early minimizes challenges and facilitates implementation. 

Resources 

Resources include the funds, staff support, and external partnerships that are or could be 
used to address the issue. Ensuring that initiatives and their staff have the necessary 
resources, including financial and human resources, supports strong implementation and 
sustainability. 

 
 

https://stepuptogether.org/#/
https://stepuptogether.org/explore/get-started/
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Stepping Up Domains  
In partnership with Omni, The CSG Justice Center has identified five key domains to assess readiness to 
implement, grow and sustain Stepping Up. These domains are interrelated and build on one another; 
counties should start by building their organizational and county partnerships and move down the list to 
ensure a successful foundation. The focus of each domain is described in additional detail below.   

Technical Assistance (TA) and Process Improvement
The willingness and capacity to engage in technical assistance from various sources as well as the ability 

to seek and participate in ongoing process improvement. 

Reporting Capacity
The ability to report on this cleaned data to show the impacts of Stepping Up for the community at large 

as well as specific populations, or for specific agencies/audiences.

Data Cleaning and Analysis Capacity
The ability to clean and analyze collected data and its impacts to tell the story of Stepping Up.

Data Collection Capacity
The ability to collect clean, accurate data on participants to understand the scope of the problem and 

community and initiative needs. Additional information on Stepping Up data can be    

Organizational and County Partnerships
The need for strong partnerships to support buy-in, data collection, service provision, process 

improvement, etc. 

found here. 

https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Getting-to-Your-Data-Lessons-Learned-and-Guiding-Principles-from-Pennsylvania_508.pdf
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Capacity Levels 
To assess capacity in each of these areas, counties should consider their current bandwidth and 
knowledge base to best assess where they fit on the continuum. To assess their current 
capacity, counties should review the following table and identify where they fit best in each of the 
categories. Counties may fall into several capacity ranges across categories, but it is strongly 
recommended that they select the lowest relevant capacity level to ensure a strong foundation 
across their Stepping Up efforts.  
 
 
 
 
 

 Entry Level Capacity Building Capacity High Capacity 

Organizational 
and County 
Partnerships 

• Minimal or no formal 
partnerships 

• Some active 
partnerships 

• Periodic engagement 
with partners 

• Early stages of 
collaboration 

• Long-standing, trust-
based partnerships 

• Regular, co-created 
initiatives 

• Shared decision-making 

Data 
Collection 
Capacity 

• No standardized 
data collection tools 

• Inconsistent data 
collection 

• Low buy-in for data 
importance 

• Low staff knowledge 
or capacity 

• Basic data collection 
tools in place 

• Some consistency in 
data collection 

• Staff has some 
capacity to support 
data collection 

• Robust systems and 
protocols 

• High fidelity to data 
collection methods 

• Staff have high capacity 
and knowledge 

• Data collection is already 
integrated into practice 

Data Cleaning 
and Analysis 
Capacity  

• Data is not regularly 
cleaned or analyzed 

• No regular data staff 
• Limited data 

software/tools 

• Some data cleaning 
• Some data is analyzed 

manually or with basic 
tools 

• Occasional 
interpretation of trends 
or subgroup 
breakdowns 

• There is a strong data 
cleaning process 

• Data analysis is already 
integrated into practice 

• There is a dedicated 
analyst or data team 

• Use of advanced tools for 
regular and deep analysis 

Reporting 
Capacity 

• No reporting 
• Inconsistent 

reporting 
• No clear vision for 

reporting needs 

• Semi-regular reporting 
• Some report templates 

or guidance 
• Reports inform some 

decisions 

• Regular reporting tailored 
to specific audiences 

• There is a standardized 
reporting process/template 

• Reports regularly inform 
strategic planning and 
improvement 

TA and 
Process 
Improvement  

• No buy-in or 
capacity to support 
ongoing TA and 
process 
improvement 

• Some buy-in or 
capacity for ongoing 
TA and process 
improvement 

• Some consideration of 
how the work 
intersects with other 
initiatives 

• Strategic use of TA 
• Embedded continuous 

improvement processes 
• Strong consideration of 

how the work intersects 
with other initiatives 
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Entry Level Capacity 

Entry Level Capacity  
Counties who identify as entry level capacity may be early in the process of establishing their readiness to 
implement Stepping Up for the first time, or those who previously implemented Stepping Up and are re-
engaging in the initiative. Additional information on getting started can be found in the Stepping Up 
Coordinator Handbook.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Organizational and County Partnerships 
A strong foundation of this work begins with effective partnerships with community agencies, 
including local jail staff, mental health providers, and more. Entry level counties may have no or 
minimal partnerships in this area with their community agencies. Developing these relationships 
could begin with sharing Stepping Up materials, scheduling introductory meetings, or sharing 
preliminary data to facilitate understanding and engagement with Stepping Up and the county’s 
work more broadly.  
 
Data Collection Capacity 
Data collection will ensure that the prevalence of individuals with behavioral health needs in jail is 
being tracked over time. Entry level counties may not have a standardized tool or process for 
collecting data, they may just be starting to collect data, but the process is inconsistent, and/or 
they may have low buy-in for data importance or staff capacity to collect data. To ensure robust 
data collection processes, the organization and its community partners must first understand 
the value of data collection for supporting their goals; and staff must then be provided with 
training and tools to collect the data reliably.  
 
Data Cleaning and Analysis Capacity  
Counties can build capacity by strengthening their ability to clean and analyze data in ways that 
support meaningful use of the findings. Counties may be entry level if they do not have the 
necessary tools or staff to clean and analyze data and/or if they are not currently engaging in 
cleaning and analysis tasks. Ways to support completion of data tasks include designating a 
trained staff member responsible for these activities and by creating clear documentation of 
processes to ensure they are replicable on a regular cadence. While data analysis may sound 
complicated, when starting out it can be as simple as documenting counts, percentages, 
demographic groups, etc., using tools such as Excel or Google Sheets. 
 
Reporting Capacity 
Reporting data in a clear and timely manner is important to share progress and drive decision-
making. Counties at entry-level capacity may be uncertain about their reporting needs and goals 
and/or they may not currently have a process for reporting back to community agencies and 
partners. To support strong reporting, the county and its partners must first recognize the value 
of reporting their data and have a vision for how these reports will be shared and used. Once 
there is buy-in, staff can be trained to support reporting. As with data analysis, data reporting 
can be simple and use methods such as dashboards in Excel, or narrative summaries created in 
Word.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Project-Coordinator-Handbook-8.6.18-FINAL.pdf
https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Project-Coordinator-Handbook-8.6.18-FINAL.pdf


 

Omni Institute | Stepping Up Readiness Toolkit  8 

 

TA and Process Improvement  
Technical assistance (TA) and process improvement are important aspects of ensuring strong 
implementation. TA supports may include sharing resources and templates, providing tailored 
training to staff, and or being available to troubleshoot emerging issues. Counties in the entry 
level stage may not see the need for technical assistance or process improvement or may not 
have the necessary staff capacity to engage in these processes. While counties in the entry 
level capacity stage may not be focused on technical assistance and process improvement, 
many of the services and supports that technical assistance agencies (such as The CSG Justice 
Center) offer are highly beneficial to getting an initiative off the ground and sustaining it. 
Understanding what technical assistance is available allows counties to engage where they can 
strengthen their skills and supports. 
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 Building Capacity 

Building Capacity  
Counties who identify as building capacity may be early in the process of establishing their readiness to 
implement Stepping Up with more foundational support than the entry level capacity or may already be 
implementing Stepping Up and need to reset due to turnover or process changes.  

 

 

  

Organizational and County Partnerships 
When counties move into the building capacity phase, they are starting to establish a foundation 
for organizational and community partnerships. This may include some active partnerships 
internally and/or externally with community partners, such as correctional facilities or service 
providers. While these collaborative efforts may be in early stages, they exist and are working 
towards a place where partners are engaged with the process and the results of Stepping Up.  
 
Data Collection Capacity 
Once counties have been able to establish partnerships, they will likely have an easier time 
collecting data from these organizations. Working towards a common cause creates shared 
investment and accountability. Counties at building capacity for data collection have basic data 
collection tools in place and data are collected consistently. A universal mental health screening 
tool, such as the Brief Jail Mental Health screen (BJMHS) is administered to all individuals being 
booked into jail for a baseline understanding of the presence of the target population within the 
jail. Staff may have the capacity and skills to support data collection in a meaningful way in the 
regular course of their duties.  
 
Data Cleaning and Analysis Capacity  
Once counties can consistently collect data using standardized data collection tools, they are 
positioned to begin cleaning and analyzing this data by developing processes to document their 
cleaning and analysis steps. Basic counts and percentages can be calculated using tools like 
Excel. Counties can begin with a focus on analysis of their overall population, and from there, 
may be able to conduct some subgroup analyses (ex. examining results by demographic 
categories such as age or sex). Counties may be building capacity if staff understand how to 
use basic tools to perform regular analysis on their data and are working towards ensuring 
training or resources are in place to support ongoing analysis.   
 
Reporting Capacity 
Counties that can consistently analyze their data will have data to report on regularly. At building 
capacity, counties can continue to develop a clear understanding of what type of reporting is 
most useful for their goals and what reporting cadence is feasible for their leadership and their 
community partners. Reporting can be standardized with templates or common guidance to 
frame what data is included, how often it is shared, and with whom. Additionally, counties can 
share these reports with partners and set the stage for conversations about data and informing 
decisions.  
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TA and Process Improvement  
Engaging in technical assistance and process improvement at the building capacity stage may 
look similar to entry level counties, where establishing and documenting processes and training 
is key. Counties may now have the time and capacity to work towards establishing these 
supports in their work. Counties can begin to prioritize process improvement by reflecting on 
other initiatives happening in their community. By understanding other relevant gaps, efforts, 
and priorities, counties can more effectively align Stepping Up with their other efforts to broaden 
their impact. 
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 High Capacity 

High Capacity  
Counties who are high capacity may be implementing Stepping Up for the first time after building a  
strong foundation, counties that have already been implementing Stepping Up, or counties who  
already are, or are looking to become, Stepping Up Innovator Counties.  
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Organizational and County Partnerships 
Counties in the high capacity phase have strong, long-standing trust-based partnerships with 
their internal leadership, as well as community partners. This may include regular 
communication, data sharing, and shared decision-making that considers the various factors 
impacting their shared community work. While there may still be room for growth in these 
relationships, or additional connections a county would like to establish, counties are supported 
by community partners and have shared goals that are being addressed by their efforts. At high 
capacity, counties may also collaborate with other counties in the state to share learnings and 
understand other local implementation efforts.  
 
Data Collection Capacity 
In addition to these partnerships, high capacity counties have robust data systems and 
protocols in place to support ongoing data collection. These counties are using validated 
screening tools that are appropriate for the population and the work they are doing, and that are 
consistently administered. Staff have knowledge of these systems and tools and have a process 
for integrating them into their work. Agencies have detailed training materials on how data 
processes are utilized so there is documentation for refresher trainings or in case of turnover. 
Additionally, several staff are trained in data collection to ensure there are no gaps in capacity.  
 
Data Cleaning and Analysis Capacity  
At high capacity, counties have detailed protocols built into their work. Counties also have 
strong staffing, such as one or more dedicated data analysts who are responsible for handling 
all analytical tasks. At this stage, counties also have clear data documentation such as data 
cleaning scripts and data dictionaries to outline their processes. Counties may also use more 
advanced tools to analyze their data. While tools like Excel and Google Sheets are sufficient and 
can be used as needed, there are more advanced statistical software options, such as SAS, 
SPSS, R or Stata which can make complex analysis easier and more replicable. High capacity 
counties may also use tools like Power BI or Tableau to create dashboards for presenting data.  
 
Reporting Capacity 
In addition to increased capacity in data analysis, high capacity counties have strong reporting 
procedures. High capacity counties regularly provide reports to both internal leadership and 
community partners. These reports are standardized and available on a regular cadence or for 
ad-hoc requests. In addition to these reports being available, they are also used to inform 
decision-making. Regularly sharing and reviewing reports supports counties in tracking their 
progress, identifying areas for change and focusing initiative and community resources where 
they will be most impactful. Decision making based on shared data helps build rapport and trust 
with partners and strengthens the impact of the initiative. 
  

Innovator Counties are those who demonstrate they have a 
process for obtaining and tracking accurate, accessible data on 
serious mental illness in their jails to leverage this baseline data 
for tracking their Stepping Up goals. More information on 
innovators, including how to become one can be found here.  

https://stepuptogether.org/take-action/become-a-stepping-up-innovator-county/#/
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TA and Process Improvement  
While high capacity counties may not need as much ongoing technical assistance, these 
counties can still utilize any available resources that may support their work. High capacity 
counties may also be well positioned to support counties at the entry level and building capacity 
stages as a TA provider, this may include collaborating with other counties implementing 
Stepping Up to share data and discuss processes, or engaging with counties who are not yet 
implementing the initiative. At high capacity, counties can spend additional time engaging in 
continuous quality improvement by having integrated processes like surveys or regular data 
auditing to self-assess any potential areas for improvement. Counties can reflect on how they 
can best work with their community partners and other initiatives in their community to address 
priority areas. This integration of efforts will ensure the best wraparound services to improve 
overall community well-being.  
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    Sustainability Planning  

Sustainability Planning  
Once a county reaches high capacity, they should turn their attention to focusing on sustainability planning.  
Sustainability planning is essential to ensure that county initiatives are not only impactful in the short term 
but remain successful over time. By investing time in continuing to sustain the relationships, policies and 
resources developed over the implementation of the program, initiatives can support lasting change that 
supports continuity in times of uncertainty including funding gaps, staffing turnover and shifting priorities. 
To support strong sustainability of Stepping Up, counties can use the following checklist to identify 
potential priorities or areas to address in their community.  
 
Embed Stepping Up in County Efforts 

� Make the initiative part of official county policies, strategic plans, or budget cycles. 
� Formalize roles in job descriptions and department workflows. 
� Ensure elected leaders and department heads are bought in for the long haul. 

Track and Show Your Impact  
� Use easy to understand metrics to measure what matters most and update them regularly. 
� Share initiative data with decision-makers and the public in clear and compelling formats. 
� Use data to inform adjustments to the initiative as needed.  
� Use data to show the impact of Stepping Up to strengthen proposals for future funding or related 

projects. 

Keep Talent and Leadership Strong 
� Cross train staff and document core processes so there is a wide knowledge base.  
� Build a succession plan for key leadership roles to support continuity with turnover. 
� Invest in the team’s development so they continue to grow alongside the work. 

Support Ongoing Partnerships  
� Continue discussing shared goals with partners. 
� Align partner work plans or funding with initiative outcomes. 
� Meet regularly to discuss ongoing coordination and adapt to changes as needed. 

 
Tell Your Stepping Up Story 

� Keep Stepping Up visible to the community with regular updates and data sharing. 
� Show how the initiative improves lives and saves money using both people and policy stories. 
� Equip leaders and partners with the talking points needed to be strong advocates for the work. 

If you have questions about the information in this toolkit, please contact steppingup@csg.org. 

mailto:steppingup@csg.org
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