
The Guidance for Developing a System of Care Finance 
and Sustainability Plan is meant to guide System of Care 
grantees in the creation of Finance and Sustainability Plans 
that meet the unique needs of their communities. The 
resulting plan should promote the provision of a seamless 
cross-agency service delivery system and the sustainability 
of the grantee’s System of Care Expansion and Sustainability 
Cooperative Agreement. It is also intended to support efforts 
for all states and communities engaged in planning and 
implementation of the System of Care approach.  

This document was adapted from a finance plan template 
created by the Now Is The Time Technical Assistance (NITT-
TA) Center with guidance from subject matter experts in the 
field of behavioral health financing. The NITT-TA template 
was originally based on the guide developed by Armstrong, 
Pires, McCarthy, Stroul, Wood, and Pizzigato (2006). This 
document is aligned with the most recent update to the 
System of Care approach (Stroul, Blau, & Larson, 2021) 
and builds on SAMHSA’s Finance and Sustainability Plan 
Template (2018). 

Seven important financing elements are outlined below, 
along with example strategies you can use to address each 
element. Some of the strategies may prove to be more 
appropriate or effective than others, depending on the specific 
context of your state, community, territory, or tribe. There 
may be additional strategies not among those presented 
here that are a better fit for your particular cooperative 
agreement. The strategies presented in this document are 
meant to be examples of possible financing strategies and 
structures and include important considerations related to 
engaging youth and families as full partners in your System 
of Care and addressing equity at all levels of governance 
and service delivery. 
Please note that you are not required to use this guidance 
for your finance plan. This guidance is meant to provide 
one possible approach to developing the finance and 
sustainability plan for your System of Care. Portions of the 
seven elements can also be altered or tailored to fit your 
financial planning needs. 

Create a Financing Plan Workgroup 
System of Care sustainability planning is a collaborative process for determining what you want to sustain and how you will 
sustain it. Before you begin developing your financial plan, identify all stakeholders who may be impacted by implementation 
of your plan and invite them to participate in your planning process. These are the individuals, organizations, and systems that 
have the experience and access to information needed to develop a plan grounded in System of Care values and principles. 
Recommended participants include parents, caregivers, youth and young adults, representatives from youth and family-run 
organizations and service providers, and representatives of state and local agencies that fund services and supports for your 
population of focus. 

Appendix 1 provides a detailed list of potential funding sources. 
Appendix 4 provides an example invitation for stakeholders to engage in the planning process.
Appendix 5 provides a financial mapping tool to help with this process.
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•	 Children’s Mental Health

•	 Adult Mental Health

•	 Substance Abuse  
(treatment and prevention)

•	 Medicaid

•	 Housing

•	 Justice System

•	 Child Welfare

•	 Employment

•	 Education

•	 Housing

•	 Vocational Rehabilitation

•	 Early Childhood

Examples of state/local agencies that should be considered included:

Developing your Finance and Sustainability Plan
After forming your workgroup, review the seven elements and potential strategies below and determine which aspects are most 
relevant to your System of Care. Ideally, each element will be considered in your plan, however each System of Care is unique 
and these elements should be adapted as needed in order to develop a dynamic tool that is realistic, actionable, and uses 
language that is accessible to all system partners. Once completed, your finance and sustainability plan should be approved by 
relevant System of Care governance groups/structures, and reviewed and updated every 1-2 years. 

Directions for use: Use the supplementary System of Care Finance and Sustainability Plan Worksheet to develop responses 
for each element, and clearly state which strategy your team will use.  Be sure to discuss anticipated outcomes and associated 
impacts on sustainability when appropriate. If information or data is not available, include detailed action steps for obtaining 
this information for future revisions of the plan (e.g. What entity has the information? What relationships or written agreements 
are needed in order to access the information? Do current data collection tools measure what is needed?). Lack of information 
should not be considered a barrier for moving forward with your plan.

System of Care Overview

Provide a brief 1-2 paragraph description of your System of Care and identified population of focus, including goals and objectives, 
key activities, and anticipated outcomes. 

Financial Plan Development

Briefly describe the process you took to develop your finance plan. Use this space to identify who was involved in the planning 
process. Detail specific strategies used to engage stakeholders in providing input. List stakeholders who were not involved in 
providing input and identify steps to engage them in future revisions of this plan.

Element I: Identification of Current Spending and Utilization Patterns across Agencies

Use the Finance and Sustainability Plan Worksheet to describe current spending and utilization patterns across systems that 
serve your population of focus. 

Potential strategies include:
•	 Conduct a cross-system analysis of the amounts and types of services and supports used by your population of focus, 

including prevention, screening, early identification, treatment, and other supports. One example is to task your planning 
team with the completion of an environmental scan of the behavioral health services and supports present within their 
community. Teams can report back to identify current services, outline gaps, and make recommendations for appropriate 
services and supports to be financed with input from stakeholders.

•	 Identify the systems that contribute funding for System of Care services and supports and the type of funding each system 
contributes. See Appendix 1 for information on potential funding sources to help you identify the types of dollars you are 
spending at state, local, and tribal levels.

•	 Conduct a scan of existing resources and untapped and/or underutilized sources of funding for services and supports. 
•	 Creating a comprehensive financial map of current state/local financing is an optional activity that will help identify spending 

and utilization patterns. Appendix 5 provides a detailed template to help grantees get started with financial mapping. 

https://nttacmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/System-of-Care-Finance-and-Sustainability-Plan-Worksheet.docx
https://nttacmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/System-of-Care-Finance-and-Sustainability-Plan-Worksheet.docx


Questions to think about while writing this section might include:
•	 Do you notice any disparities and disproportionality in access to care? 
•	 Did you identify utilization patterns and expenditures associated with high costs and/or poor outcomes?  
•	 Do you notice any duplication in spending that could be coordinated and redirected (i.e., more than one funding source 

paying for the same service)?
•	 What is your plan for collecting ongoing spending data to track utilization and expenditures for these services and 

supports?
•	 What did you find in the environmental scan that you did not expect related to services or expenditures? For example, 

did you identify organizations that have a history of serving children in your community that you were not aware of? If so, 
identify strategies for engaging them in your System of Care and learning from their lived experience. 

Element II: Realignment of Funding Streams and Structures

Use the Finance and Sustainability Plan Worksheet to discuss possible realignment of funding streams to provide appropriate 
services and supports for your population of focus. 

Possible considerations for this section:
•	 Flexibility of funding streams.
•	 Coordination of funds across systems.
•	 Maximization of federal entitlement funding.
•	 Redirection of spending from “deep-end” placements.
•	 Locus of accountability for services, cost, and care management for young adults who utilize an extensive amount of 

services.
•	 Payment for services for uninsured and under-insured youth and young adults.
•	 Sustainability of funding for tribal and territory systems of care.
•	 “Sunsetting” certain services and redirecting those funds to evidence-based services. 
•	 Potential unintended consequences of funding changes (e.g., eligibility requirements for a specific funding stream). 

Potential strategies include:
•	 Use diverse funding streams (e.g., blend, braid, and coordinate).
•	 Increase use of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Block Grant (e.g., alignment of new increase in Mental Health Block 

Grant funds).
•	 Provide flexible funds.
•	 Family First Prevention Act of 2018 opportunities.
•	 Use of Certified Behavioral Community Health Clinics (CCBHCs) to embed System of Care values and practices at the 

community level.

Element III: Financing Appropriate Services and Supports

Use the Finance and Sustainability Plan Worksheet to describe how you plan to finance appropriate services and supports for 
your population of focus; include input from state and local representatives as well as family and youth. See Appendix 2 for list 
of recommended services and supports.
 
Potential strategies include:

•	 Finance a broad array of culturally appropriate services and supports.
•	 Use financing to promote individualized, flexible care.
•	 Provide incentives for evidence-based and promising practices.
•	 Finance early identification and intervention (e.g., behavioral health screening for youth and young adults).
•	 Explore financing mechanisms to pay for service coordination activities at the service delivery level, such as Wraparound 

or Care Management. 

Element IV: Financing to Support Family and Young Adult Partnerships 

Engage family, youth, and young adult stakeholders (e.g. Family-Run Organizations, Youth M.O.V.E. chapters, local family and 
youth serving organizations) in designing your plan for financing and sustaining family, youth, and young adult partnerships. Use 
the Finance and Sustainability Plan Worksheet to detail strategies to sustain family and youth voice in your System of Care.

https://nttacmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/System-of-Care-Finance-and-Sustainability-Plan-Worksheet.docx
https://nttacmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/System-of-Care-Finance-and-Sustainability-Plan-Worksheet.docx
https://nttacmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/System-of-Care-Finance-and-Sustainability-Plan-Worksheet.docx


Potential strategies include:
•	 Finance training for providers on a strength-based partnership approach.
•	 Fund orientation, training, education, and leadership development to prepare family and youth for participation in policy-

making and system management. 
•	 Establish and fund new, or support existing, family and youth organizations to provide services such as peer support. 
•	 Work with behavioral health providers to offer peer support services and ensure that these providers develop the 

appropriate infrastructure to hire, train, supervise, and support peer staff.  
•	 Offer fiscal incentives for providers who demonstrate youth and young adult competence. 
•	 Set contract standards for having family- and youth-competent providers. 
•	 Fund a family or youth coordinator at state, local, or tribal levels. 
•	 Analyze service utilization, expenditures, and outcomes by age. Explore financing strategies to address inequalities 

described in these findings.

Element V: Financing to Improve Culturally Relevant Services and Reduce Disproportionality in Care

Use the Finance and Sustainability Plan Worksheet to describe your plan to provide culturally relevant, equitable, and anti-
racist services and to address disparities and disproportionality in access to care, including geographic and cultural/racial/ethnic 
factors. It is critical to engage youth and families receiving services to provide input on: 

•	 The continuum of services and supports that are relevant and appropriate; 
•	 The most appropriate setting for each service/support (e.g. at home, at school, in the community); and
•	 The quality of services available in their communities (e.g. What do services need to look like in order to help children, 

youth, and young adults be their best selves?).

Potential strategies include:
•	 Explore and advocate for funding sources to pay for culturally specific specialized services, nontraditional services, 

indigenous providers, and natural helpers (e.g., some states have revised their Medicaid plans or service definitions or 
provider network requirements to include these services and providers).

•	 Include translation and interpretation as fundable services.
•	 Offer fiscal incentives for providers who provide culturally relevant, equitable, and anti-racist services.
•	 Offer fiscal incentives that will result in more providers from diverse cultures becoming members of the provider network 

(e.g., pay existing providers to mentor smaller organizations regarding administrative requirements, offer TA on how to 
become a Medicaid provider).

•	 Set contract standards for having providers who represent the cultures of the service population (e.g., require MCOs to 
include a certain proportion of diverse providers).

•	 Fund outreach activities to culturally and linguistically diverse populations.
•	 Fund a cultural competence coordinator at state, local, or tribal levels. 
•	 Analyze service utilization, expenditures, and outcomes by culture, race, and ethnicity.  Explore financing strategies to 

address inequalities described in these findings.

Element VI: Financing to Improve the Workforce and Provider Network for Behavioral Health Services for 
your Population of Focus

Use the Finance and Sustainability Plan Worksheet to describe your plan for financing a broad, diversified, and qualified 
workforce and provider network. Addressing this element also supports implementation of elements IV and V above.
Potential strategies include:

•	 Certify and reimburse diverse types of providers and programs (including non-traditional providers, family and youth 
organizations, paraprofessionals and natural helpers who have access to clinical consultation/supervision).

•	 Fund workforce development activities such as workforce analyses, recruitment and retention activities, pre- and in-
service training, and coaching.

•	 Offer financial incentives to attract providers to underserved geographic areas. 
•	 Fund advances in information technology to improve services, e.g., telehealth and web-based learning strategies.
•	 Provide payment rates and policies that will:

	◦ Encourage provision of evidence-based/promising practices.
	◦ Allow providers to participate in team meetings.
	◦ Coordinate services with other agencies.
	◦ Support work with young people and their families.
	◦ Allow providers to serve individuals and families at home, school, and in the community.
	◦ Pay for mental health and substance use disorder consultation within other settings.
	◦ Assist family members and young adults with transportation. 

https://nttacmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/System-of-Care-Finance-and-Sustainability-Plan-Worksheet.docx
https://nttacmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/System-of-Care-Finance-and-Sustainability-Plan-Worksheet.docx


Element VII: Financing for Accountability 

Use the Finance and Sustainability Plan Worksheet to discuss your plan to finance for accountability. This can include: funding 
for utilization and cost management; funding for leaders to be involved across systems; using performance-based or outcomes-
based contracting; and evaluation of financing policies to ensure that they support and promote System of Care values and 
continuous quality improvement, including metrics and accountability measures for system partners in their efforts to address 
equity. 

Potential strategies include:
•	 Allocate adequate funds for the development and maintenance of the management information system so that it has the 

capacity to track service utilization, costs, and outcomes.
•	 Implement performance or outcomes-based contracts with providers, system managers, care managers, and administrative 

service vendors.
•	 Include in contracts financial incentives and/or sanctions based on quality of care indicators, and specified outcomes at 

the system, program, and family/youth and young adult levels. 
•	 Identify metrics to track health disparities and disproportionality within child-serving systems and incentivize efforts to 

address health equity at the provider, agency, and system levels (e.g., value-based contracting; building a culture of 
equity and inclusion). 

Conclusion
We hope that this guidance document helped prepare you to develop a strategic financing plan that will assist your state, 
community, tribe, or territory to fund and sustain behavioral health services and supports for children, youth, young adults, and 
their families. Additional relevant resources have been provided under Appendix 3. We encourage you to use this guide and 
these resources as you develop your plan. If you have additional questions about your Finance and Sustainability Plan, please 
contact your Government Project Officer or a NTTAC representative:

nttacmentalhealth.org
Request training or consultation: NTTAC TA Request Form
Toll-free number: (888)-945-9377
Email: NTTACinfo@cars-rp.org
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Appendix 1: Potential Funding Sources

Source: SAMHSA’s Finance and Sustainability Plan Template (2018)



Appendix 2: Recommended Array of Services and Supports

Source: Stroul, B.A., Blau, G.M., & Larsen, J. (2021). The Evolution of the System of Care Approach. Baltimore: The Institute for 
Innovation and Implementation, School of Social Work, University of Maryland. 

*With regard to Telehealth (Video and Audio), it is important to review federal, state, and local rules and regulations governing the 
delivery of services and supports using telehealth technology. When completing your financial map, consider which services and 
supports can be delivered under existing rules and regulations.



Appendix 3: Additional Resources

CHDI Policy Brief – Advancing Equity in Behavioral Health through Telemedicine
https://www.chdi.org/index.php/publications/policy-briefs/policy-brief-advancing-equity-behavioral-health-through-telemedicine

Federal Funding Opportunities to Support School Discipline, Climate, and Safety Improvements. Adapted from https://www.
theshapesystem.com/. https://nttacmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Federal-Funding-Opportunities_School-
System_July2021.pdf 
 
Institute of Medicine (US) Committee on Public Health Strategies to Improve Health. (2011).
For the Public’s Health: The Role of Measurement in Action and Accountability.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK209715/

Health Affairs. (2020). Health Equity Should Be A Key Value In Value-Based Payment And Delivery Reform.
https://www.healthaffairs.org/do/10.1377/hblog20201119.836369/full/

National Council for Mental Wellbeing’s Certified Community Behavioral Health Clinic (CCBHC) Success Center
https://www.thenationalcouncil.org/ccbhc-success-center/ 

Nonprofit Finance Fund. Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
https://nff.org/diversity-equity-and-inclusion

NTTAC Equity Team: 5 Things Digest – Supporting Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Leaders in the System of Care
https://nttacmentalhealth.org/resource/5-things-digest-equity-team

NTTAC Partnership for System Transformation Team: 5 Things Digest – Fostering a Culture of Equity and Anti-Racism in Your 
Organization
https://nttacmentalhealth.org/resource/5-things-digest-partnership-for-systems-transformation-apr-2021

Primer Hands On – Child Welfare Training 2018 (See Module 7)
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/library/primer-hands-child-welfare-training 

Resource Guide for the Family First Prevention Services Act of 2018 (Children’s Defense Fund)
https://www.childrensdefense.org/policy/policy-priorities/child-welfare/family-first/

System of Care Expansion Learning Community: Preparing to Develop a Finance Plan Webinar (2017)
https://theinstitute.umaryland.edu/media/ssw/institute/national-center-documents/System-of-Care-Expansion-Leadership-
Learning-Community-Preparing-to-Develop-a-Financing-Plan.pdf

World Health Organization. (2019). Accountability as a driver of health equity.
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/312282/9789289054096-eng.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

https://www.chdi.org/index.php/publications/policy-briefs/policy-brief-advancing-equity-behavioral-health-through-telemedicine
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https://theinstitute.umaryland.edu/media/ssw/institute/national-center-documents/System-of-Care-Expansion-Leadership-Learning-Community-Preparing-to-Develop-a-Financing-Plan.pdf
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/312282/9789289054096-eng.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y


Appendix 4: Example Invitation for Partnership Planning Meeting

[Insert logo of convening partner(s)]

System of Care Strategic Financing Plan
Advisory Committee Member Roles & Expectations

Background
The System of Care [insert name of convening partner], in partnership with [insert partner organizations/co-hosts], will 
conduct a strategic financing plan process in order to align and maximize funding for equitable and sustainable mental health 
services for children, youth, young adults and their families. This plan will be informed by state and local fiscal data, national 
guidance, and local and state expertise. As part of the process, we will be creating a gap analysis and fiscal map to inform 
strategic decision-making. This process will occur from [insert relevant time frame]. 

Role
Broadly, the Strategic Financing Plan Advisory Committee will consist of 20-25 experts in the fields of mental health, behavioral 
health, juvenile justice, child welfare, and family well-being from [insert relevant geographic information]. The Advisory 
Committee will inform the data collection and analysis process as well as contribute to the strategic financing plan and its 
implementation. Participating members’ duties will largely consist of:

•	 Providing subject matter expertise around behavioral health services delivery 
•	 Sharing expertise in federal, state, and local policy and implications for mental health service delivery 
•	 Sharing knowledge of current funding streams and their related eligibility requirements 
•	 Provide feedback on gap analysis and fiscal data analysis
•	 Provide input on strategic direction and review final recommendations 
•	 Contribute to implementation planning 

Expectation
The committee will play a critical role in the success and sustainability of the System of Care. Our request is that the group will 
meet [insert length of meeting time and duration of meetings (e.g. 6 months)]. Please complete this [insert scheduling 
meeting request link] for our first meeting by [insert date].  Prior to our meeting, we will provide further background and updates 
on our timeline, key benchmarks and finalized roster of partners.  We value your input into this important work, as we seek to 
ensure that children and families have continued and increasing access to mental health supports. 

Source: Adapted from the St. Louis Region System of Care and the University of Missouri-St. Louis’ Community Innovation and 
Action Center.



Appendix 5: Financial Mapping Tool

Use the Financial Mapping Tool for mapping current spending across child- and young adult-serving systems. 

Vertical Row Instructions:
The vertical column includes a thorough, but not necessarily complete, list of the behavioral health services/supports for children, 
youth and young adults, and their families. You may have to adapt the list for your given state, tribal authority, or locality. 

Horizontal Row Instructions:
The horizontal row creates a high-level grouping of the major types or sources of funding for behavioral health services/supports 
for children, youth and young adults and their families. As you analyze each source of funding in the horizontal row, you will want 
to identify the specific source of funding under each category. For example, under “Federal Block Grant,” you will want to specify 
the type of federal block (e.g., Mental Health Block Grant, Social Services Block Grants, etc.). As another example, under “Local 
General Revenue,” you will want to specify the type or source of local revenue (e.g., special county levy, local tax dollar match for 
child welfare, etc.). In addition to identifying the source of funding, you will want to identify the amount spent under each category.  

Summary Instructions:
After you complete the table, provide a brief description of current spending patterns you have identified. It is also recommended to 
include types of services and supports you may want to finance, but that may not have existing funding sources. This information 
should be shared with stakeholder groups to make informed decisions for what to include in your Financing and Sustainability 
Plan.

https://nttacmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/SOC-Financial-Mapping-Tool_FINAL.xlsx

