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Executive Summary 
The United States needs a thoughtful and comprehensive response to mental health 
or substance use crises and suicide prevention. As it stands, there is no consistent 
pathway a person in crisis can access for help. And for many communities, 911 has 
become the default response, which has led to frustration, inappropriate care, and in 
many cases even death. Simply put, without a robust infrastructure that allows for the 
public to call for help and consistently 
get an appropriate response, these 
trends will not change. 

July of 2022 will officially introduce 
988: a new telephone number people 
in our communities, states, and nation 
will be able to call or text when a crisis 
arises.  However, like many changes 
for mental health and substance 
use disorders, if there is no comprehensive plan that outlines needed elements for a 
thorough and effective response, we run the risk of losing this precious opportunity to 
do better for everyone. 

988 is not just a new number 
to call – it is an opportunity to 
rethink how we approach mental 
health, substance use disorders, 
and suicide prevention in our 
communities.
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We cannot afford to fail.

This document provides a clear blueprint for building the continuum of care we 
need for a functioning crisis response system. Without a systems approach to 
transformation, simply implementing a new number to call will have little impact on 
those who are in need. As seen in the graphic below, as well as the corresponding 
document, we have identified seven critical pillars that must be built into any 
redesign if we are to achieve our goal of a timely, effective, safe and compassionate 
intervention for those in a mental health crisis. 

988 is not just a new number to call – it is an opportunity to rethink how we approach 
mental health, substance use disorders, and suicide prevention in our communities.
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Preamble
As leading organizations in the United States dedicated 
to improving outcomes for people with mental health 
conditions, suicide risk, and substance use disorders*, we have 
committed to speaking with one voice on the way forward. 
We have consolidated our subject matter expertise and 
diverse constituencies behind this common purpose. We 
offer here our consensus approach and recommendations 
for the creation of a comprehensive crisis response system, 
presented as a clear and unified statement. 

An Opportunity and a Responsibility
The ravages of the COVID-19 pandemic have put a harsh and unforgiving focus on the 
way we respond to crisis. Each state, county and city operates its own localized version of 
crisis response with wildly varying results. This reality made coordinating COVID response 
(mental health/substance disorder/suicidal crisis response) very difficult to approach 
systematically. Many places are doing no better at successfully resolving crisis despite the 
best efforts of individuals struggling to succeed with ineffectual tools, lack of funds and 
inadequate capacity along the entire continuum of care. 

In a major victory for those with mental health and substance use disorders, Congress 
included a historic increase in funds within the American Rescue Plan Act—the largest 
increase in decades. 

While lawmakers began investing in mental health programs, numerous high-profile 
incidents of lethal law enforcement encounters involving those in acute crisis brought 
attention to a reality advocates have spoken of for years. 
Unlike medical conditions, our response to psychiatric, 
behavioral, trauma-based or substance use crisis is 
inappropriately rooted in law enforcement and criminal 
justice. These encounters further highlight long-
standing racial discrimination and a need to apply an 
equity lens to crisis response. This does not need to be 
our status quo anymore. Reliance on law enforcement, 
jails and prisons is a result of our collective failure to 
provide an appropriate alternative. 

The ravages of the 
COVID-19 pandemic 
have put a harsh and 
unforgiving focus on the 
way we respond to crisis. 

*	Throughout this document, the terms mental health conditions and substance use disorders 
will be used to encompass the whole range of conditions associated with these illnesses.

https://wellbeingtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Unified-Vision-v8-10_28_2020.pdf
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Continuum of Crisis—A Systemic Approach
In September 2020, the National Suicide Hotline Designation Act passed Congress. 
This legislation made a landmark decision to transition the current National Suicide 
Prevention Lifeline or 1-800-273-TALK to 988. Advocates and leaders alike are seizing 
on an opportunity to reimagine crisis care in the United States. 

Crisis is the most acute stage of need for individuals with mental 
health and substance use disorders (MH/SUD) and for those at risk of 
suicide. A continuum should exist in providing crisis care just as there 
is a continuum of care for other types of health. When we think 
about heart health, there is an understanding that a heart attack 
is late in the continuum of care. Emergency treatment of a heart 
attack is preceded, and hopefully prevented, by regular check-ups, 
heart health screenings, preventative health care and non-emergency interventions. 
Discharge after treatment of a heart attack likewise requires follow-up care and 
monitoring to prevent another emergency from arising and to adjust care as needed. 

Similarly, a mental health or suicidal crisis begins well before it escalates to an 
emergency that could warrant a law enforcement response, or inappropriately relying 
on an emergency department for help. The crisis may begin when a person is unable 
to get needed services, medication or supports, experiences a traumatic event, a 
relapse or symptoms are triggered, or stressors begin to compound. 911 response 
will continue to be an integral component of a full continuum of crisis response, but 
alternative interventions and an understanding of existing resources for this earlier 
stage of crisis must be included in planning efforts for 988 as will the thoughtful 
coordination between 911 and 988 responses. An all-emergency crisis response, even 
if successful in shifting from over-reliance on law enforcement, will overwhelm the 
mental health and medical systems.

We must also require that post-emergency aftercare and support be included in 
plans for 988 implementation. The period following the resolution of an emergency 
intervention, such as response by a mobile crisis team or admission to a hospital 
or crisis stabilization unit, is often equally critical to continued stabilization and 
pathway to recovery of the person, as is coordination with the patient’s clinician 
whenever possible.

What we need and what we must build is a crisis response system that follows 
this continuum of crisis and is informed by what we know about how to reach the 
individuals we intend to serve. This is an opportunity to create a re-envisioned crisis 
system convened and run by state or regional-level authorities.

In September 
2020, the National 
Suicide Hotline 
Designation Act 
passed Congress. 

https://www.thenationalcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/031121_GAP_Crisis-Report_Final.pdf?daf=375ateTbd56
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The Scope of 988 Implementation
An ineffectual crisis response system is expensive and yields bad outcomes. We 
believe that our nation must seize this once-in-a-lifetime chance to do right for all 
our communities. We also believe that 988 implementation will falter and fall short 
of its mandate if our focus is too narrow. We will need the cooperation of state and 
federal policymakers as well as public and private payers. We seek to successfully 
and compassionately meet the needs of those at the height of an emergency 
and also recognize the importance of preventing crisis. By serving all, we prevent 
unnecessary human suffering and promote the well-being of underserved people 
who deserve better than what we have delivered to date. To do this, however, we 
must be bold. Let’s be bold.
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7 Pillars for Transforming Mental Health and 
Substance Use Care

Early Identification and Prevention

Pillar 1: Crisis begins earlier than our system has been set up to acknowledge and 
continues long after an emergency is resolved. A successful 988 implementation 
must incentivize intervention in early stages of crisis before a full-blown emergency 
and also incentivize continued support and stabilization afterward. Early identification 
and prevention also includes:

• Investment in research.

• Consistent quality data available to allow for
meaningful analysis and accountability and
understanding of why people are coming into crisis.

• Support warm lines to avoid crisis and address post
crisis needs.

• Public education campaigns to aid in early
identification, including campaigns focused on young
adult populations.

• Universal mental health and substance use screening
across all medical settings and schools.

• Creating special Medicaid eligibility coverage for early
psychosis and those in juvenile justice system.

• Ensure availability of peer navigators and in-network,
readily available care.

• Invest in supportive housing, both transitional and permanent.

• Integrate trauma-informed practices, social emotional learning, and multi-tiered 
systems of support in schools.

• Expand youth mental health services by ensuring states take advantage of all 
available Medicaid funding.

• Invest in prevention and early intervention in schools.

Amy S
Highlight
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Emergency and Crisis Response

Pillar 2: The ultimate goal of 988, shifting crisis response away from law 
enforcement and the criminal justice system and to our public health, medical, and 
mental health systems, will require infrastructure investment and an expansion of 
capacity that must be built into the planning process. This will also include:

• Ensuring new investment, including community-based care, residential crisis
options, and inpatient care adequate to meet needs of those diverted from
hospital emergency departments and criminal justice involvement.

• Lifeline call centers and crisis services should be subject to
consistent and timely data requirements.

• Requiring all federally-regulated health plans to cover the
crisis continuum of care.

• Funding the training of call center staff to effectively
answer a wide range of mental health, suicide risk and
substance use calls.

• Expanding mobile crisis outreach teams and ensure
collaboration with other emergency response systems.

• Creating exception to the IMD exclusion for short-term
crisis stabilization services that extend more than 23 hours.

• Requiring recipients of crisis response funding to have
close relationships with local mental health and substance use disorder treatment
providers to ensure connections with on-going treatment and care for those who
need it following a mental health crisis.

• Ensuring capacity of National Suicide Prevention Lifeline call centers for calls, texts,
and chat abilities.

• Ensuring statewide availability of effective crisis stabilization programs.

• Planning efforts must include how 911 and 988 responses will interact to
ensure the two systems operate in a complementary fashion, not as parallel or
exclusive systems.
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Equity and Inclusion 

Pillar 3: Commitment to equity for underserved communities and inclusion of those 
with lived experience must extend beyond aspirational statements and rhetoric.  
To do this, we must: 

• Involve people with lived experience using crisis care and families, especially from 
diverse communities, in the planning and implementation process.

• Reject artificial distinctions for who can be served with crisis services, e.g.,
“violent” versus “non-violent”.

• Require that research and data collection include data to assess and address 
health equity.

• Develop and promote best practices for culturally and linguistically
appropriate evaluation and care.

• Fund recruitment and cultivation of a diverse workforce throughout
the continuum.

• Incentivize programs and policies with the effect of better getting people 
connected to care instead of incarceration.

• Implement culturally competent and multilingual public education campaigns 
and outreach efforts.
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Integration and Partnership

Pillar 4: Law enforcement should take a secondary role in crisis response through 
a paradigm shift that recognizes the warning signs of suicidal behavior, mental 
health conditions and substance use disorders as matters of health care, not 
criminal justice. This will require training, partnership, coordination, and thought 
leadership geared toward law enforcement and the courts, medical and mental 
health systems and the public at large. This will also require:

•	 Incorporating multi-disciplinary trainings and ensuring 
planning efforts encompass the overlapping of 911 and 988 
responses to encourage clarity of roles and protocols for 
cross-system referrals.

•	 Mental health and substance use services should be 
integrated throughout the various touch points in a 
system—from emergency departments to primary care.

•	 Incentivize and provide technical assistance for the 
integration of MH and SUD systems and departments 
both at an administrative and clinical level. 

•	 Promulgate national standards of psychiatric crisis care 
similar to those laid out in the 2021 GAP report. 

•	 Support for peer outreach to high-risk individuals and 
upon discharge from hospitals and crisis settings.

•	 Support ongoing coordination of emergency response, hospital and mental health 
crisis response systems to improve outcomes for individuals in crisis.

•	 Structure federal investments through states to promote adoption of national 
standards and development of a comprehensive crisis continuum of care at 
statewide and local levels.

https://www.thenationalcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/031121_GAP_Crisis-Report_Final.pdf?daf=375ateTbd56
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Parity: Fair and Equivalent Coverage

Pillar 5: Enforcing parity using all available means will prevent many individuals 
from ever escalating to crisis and will prevent those re-entering the community after 
stabilization from revolving-door, emergency-only treatment. This will also require:

•	 Applying the federal parity law to all federally-regulated plans including  
Medicare Advantage.

•	 Requiring all health plan medical necessity determinations to be fully consistent 
with generally accepted standards of care for MH/SUD. 

•	 Increasing funding for enforcement of 
state and federal parity laws.

•	 Eliminating reimbursement rate 
disparities that dis-incentivize timely 
and adequate care.

•	 Enforcing Federal telehealth parity law.

•	 Revising parity regulations to 
establish an intermediate level of care 
classification to improve access to 
partial hospitalization and intensive 
outpatient programs and residential 
treatment.

•	 Eliminating restrictions on MAT for SUD or co-occurring disorders.

•	 Eliminating lifetime caps for Medicare.

•	 Eliminating Medicaid inmate exclusion.

•	 Establishing Medicaid state plan option to cover short-term acute care in 
specialized inpatient and residential settings, including IMDs.

•	 Make Certified Community Behavioral Health Clinic services available through 
Medicaid in all states and territories.

Amy S
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Standards for Care

Pillar 6: The historic investment in our nation’s mental health and substance use 
system made by Congress must be tied to a commitment to improve the quality of 
treatment provided at all stages of the continuum of care. This will require investment 
in infrastructure, financing that incentivizes evidence-based practices and rewards 
good outcomes, as well as:

•	 Incentivizing services, such as sub-acute care and alternatives to hospitalization, 
that fill gaps in the continuum of care. 

•	 Federal legislation to direct the Secretary of HHS to establish standards for a crisis 
continuum of care.

•	 Funding and incentivizing evidence-based treatment modalities.

•	 Removing barriers to filling in gaps to continuum of care, such 
as sub-acute care and alternatives to hospitalization, peer-run 
respite and in-home crisis stabilization and intensive in home 
services, especially for children.

•	 Assessing adequacy of inpatient infrastructure and  
address shortages.

•	 Incentivizing evidence-based interventions for severe MH/SUD 
and co-occurring disorders. 

•	 Promoting measurement-based care for mental health and 
substance use conditions and value-based financing that 
supports effective management of  
MH/SUD conditions similar to what’s occurring in primary care.

•	 Eliminating the use of “fail first” policies for medication therapies.

•	 Training providers in assessing, managing, and treating suicidal ideation 
and behavior and the role of mental health, substance use and overdoses in 
suicidal behaviors.

•	 Incentivizing and promoting integrated and coordinated comprehensive MH/SUD 
care by expanding the Certified Community Behavioral Health Clinics Medicaid 
demonstration program to allow any state the opportunity to apply.
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Workforce Capacity 

Pillar 7: A successful shift away from law enforcement response will require 
an increase in all parts of the already-stretched mental health workforce. 988 
implementation will falter if insufficient planning and investment is made in 
cultivating and training the workforce that will be needed. Additionally, resources that 
meet individuals’ needs where they show up have been shown to avoid unnecessary 
deterioration that can lead to crisis in the first place. 
Effectively addressing workforce capacity will also require:

• Encouraging 988 and 911 response planning to view those
responding to MH/SUD and suicide calls and incidents
as mental health crisis responders with relevant skill sets
rather than focusing on triage or dispatch functions.

• All health plans, including Medicare, to reimburse the full
range of mental health/substance use providers, including
peer support specialists.

• Enacting federal telehealth legislation that makes permanent and builds on 
COVID-19 flexibilities, including audio-only tele-mental health/substance use 
disorder treatment and removing in person requirements.

• Mandating that insurers cover virtual mental health services at the same rate
as in-person services.

• Allowing inter-state licensing for mental health and substance use providers to 
ensure access to care.

• Addressing inadequate pay for mental health workforce.

• Expanding loan repayment assistance/forgiveness programs including those that 
incentivize providers to practice in rural and/or underserved areas.

• Incentivizing programs that promote diversity in all mental health and substance 
use professions.

• Ensuring all settings where mental health services are provided, including in 
homes, schools and the community, are eligible sites for workforce incentive and 
loan forgiveness programs.

• Increase funding for mental health training programs to ensure a diverse and 
robust workforce pipeline into the future.
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Conclusion
Now is the time to create a truly comprehensive crisis 
response system for mental health, substance use disorders, 
and suicide prevention. 

Our nation has failed those in crisis, and without thoughtful 
and thorough planning, the roll out of 988 may have the 
same problems as the current system. Our goal as leaders 
in the field is to help prevent that from happening and in 
doing so, develop a better system for mental health and 
substance use disorder. 

By adopting a full continuum of care that takes into account 
the 7 pillars outlined here we allow for local communities, 
states, and our nation to be prepared to consistently 
transform how we respond to mental health and substance use needs, including 
those in crisis. Each of the organizations listed will be leveraging this document in our 
policy discussions with the goal of remaining united as a field and achieving robust 
transformation for our nation’s crisis response system. 

Together, we believe it is the time for our nation to put all the pieces together in a 
thoughtful way to help families in crisis everywhere.  
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