
From Crisis to Hope
A presentation on the youth mental health crisis in Alaska

and solutions to improve the overall system of care.



Who We Are

VOA Alaska is a non-profit providing behavioral 
health and well-being services to Alaska’s youth, 
young adults, and families at low or no cost.

Our Mission: Empower Alaskans and uplift the 
human spirit through recovery services, housing, 
and promoting healthy communities. 

Our Vision: A community that supports the 
hope, health, and healing of every Alaskan. 



Alaska is facing a youth 
mental health crisis of 
alarming proportions. 
• Number one in the country for youth suicide rates.
• Sharpest increase in suicide attempts occurring 

among the youngest demographic, specifically those 
aged 11 to 14. 

• Increased client acuity and instances of self-harm 
and suicidal ideation. 

• We have witnessed reports of prior abuse have 
increase by 550%.

• PTSD is in top three diagnoses for clients served at 
VOA Alaska.



Hospitals are 
Overwhelmed

Per the Health Facilities 
Discharge Data dashboard, in 
2022, nearly 1,200 children 
and emerging adults 
(0–24-year-olds) were 
admitted to a hospital for a 
behavioral health-related 
diagnosis.

About 1,900 children and 
emerging adults were 
admitted to ER due to 
behavioral health-related 
diagnoses. 

30-40% of young people 
discharged from the hospital 
(BH-related) received 
continued care in the 
community. 

Alaska’s Child Welfare 
System is Struggling 

Over the past year, 2,700 youth 
involved with OCS are in OHH 
placements. Only 53% of these 
youth are receiving BH services.

From Dec 2022 to Dec 2023, 
the OCS reports there are 124 
kids each month with an 
Assessed Substantiated 
Claim of childhood 
maltreatment or abuse, and 
over 1,600 kids annually.

OCS saw a 14% reduction in 
OCS-Licensed Residential 
Childcare Centers

Schools are on
the Frontlines

Self-Harm and suicide 
increased 28% for 
15–24-year-olds in 2021 

In 2023, Alaska holds the 
unfortunate distinction of 
being the number one state 
in the country for youth 
suicide rates.

The sharpest increase in 
suicide attempts occurred 
among the youngest 
demographic, specifically 
those aged 11-14 years old.



Department of Justice Findings

Alaska’s current continuum of care for children, 
adolescents, and families is fragmented. 

A United States DOJ Civil Rights Division Investigation 
of the State of Alaska’s Behavioral Health System for 
Children found that there is reasonable cause to 
believe the State is violating the Americans with 
Disabilities Act by failing to provide appropriate 
treatment options. Furthermore, the investigation 
found that Alaska children experience unnecessarily 
long stays at inpatient psychiatric and residential 
facilities due to a lack of community-based 
treatment options. 



Per the US Department of Justice (DOJ) 
report on Alaska Youth Behavioral 
Health Services (Dec. 2022), in 2020, 
Alaska Medicaid paid $83 million to 
serve children with behavioral health 
disabilities at a psychiatric hospital 
or PRTF and only $32 million for ALL 
community-based behavioral health 
services.

In 2021, Alaska Medicaid paid $37 
million to PRTFs – most (80%) are 
located out of Alaska.

2023 Medicaid inpatient rates 
with waiting times for youth to 
transfer to psychiatric care:

MINIMUM 15 DAYS
Alaska Regional 
$4,140.56/day x 15 = $62,108.40

Providence
$3,355.34/day x 15 = $50,310

UP TO 60 DAYS
Alaska Regional
$4,140.56/day x 60 = $248,433.60

Providence
$3,355.34/day x 60 = $201,230.40

A glance at the 
money being spent:



VOA Alaska is on the 
frontlines of the youth 
mental health crisis.
• Served over 1,000 youth, young adults, and 

families in 2023.
• Comprehensive continuum of care.
• Expanded community-based services by 300% 

since 2021.
• Rapid Response team 
• Growth in recent years has been to strategically 

meet the gaps in Alaska’s system of care.
• Meeting youth and families where they are.



How We Serve: Our Continuum of Care





Solution: System Investment
• ABHA recommendations, BIRCH Model:

• Investment in community behavioral health, BH 
as primary care, improvements to school-based 
Medicaid, strengthening workforce.

• 1115 Demonstration Waiver provides better 
opportunities for innovation and improvement, BUT 
providers need additional support to strengthen 
infrastructure, optimize the foundation necessary to 
expand services, improve quality, and increase our 
reach to other areas of the state.

Make sure to be asking :
What is being done to support our youth?



Solution: 
Community-Based Services

• Community based services in Alaska are 
limited because there is not a sustainable 
method to provide them. 

• Adult & Adolescent rates are the same for 
community-based services. 

• Going where the kids are! 



“There’s an expectation among some 
that say, ‘Oh, the schools have these 
kids; why can’t they provide services?’ … 
This is a ‘we’ effort. The school plays one 
part of it, but it can’t be the only part of 
the support or the solution.” 

A superintendent speaking to a panel of providers at the
2023 Alaska Superintendent Association conference.

Solution: Promoting Partnerships 
Between Schools & Providers



• Incredible work being done throughout the State 
through partnerships with BH providers and their 
local schools 

• Alaska lacks a funding mechanism to support and 
sustain school-based MH services.
• For each school site, we must identify and secure 

funding for approximately 70% of total costs.
• Districts and providers need investment to develop 

and sustain a comprehensive school MH system.
• Every $1 invested in prevention and early 

intervention, savings ranging from $2 to $10 can be 
realized in other costs related to health care, legal 
issues, and educational impacts. 

Solution: Promoting Partnerships 
Between Schools & Providers





Solution: Addressing the
Disparity Between Adult & 
Adolescent Services 
• Current rates do not consider the unique 

differences between adolescent and adult 
behavioral health care.

• Providers operating an adolescent services array 
often require twice as much stuff as an adult 
provider, and agencies are shutting down 
because of it. 

• Adolescent providers are additionally required to 
be licensed residential childcare providers, with a 
staffing ratio of 6 to 1. 

• In 2023, three youth residential facilities closed.



Solution: Addressing the
Disparity Between Adult & 
Adolescent Services 

• Adolescent-specific rates

• An option worth exploring is a cost-based 
reimbursement rate. 

• Used for hospitals and our partners in physical 
healthcare settings. 

• Instituting this for more acute behavioral health 
settings could yield great outcomes.



 





Connect with VOA Alaska

Website: voaak.org

Phone: (907) 279-9640

Social media: @voaalaska


