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Let’s Solve Multi-System Youth Issues Together                  

Good morning.  My name is Angela Sausser and I am the Executive Director of the Public Children Services 

Association of Ohio.  We are thrilled this Committee has been convened and appreciate the opportunity 

to discuss multi-system youth with you today. 

PCSAO is a membership organization of the county public children services agencies; we strive for safe 

children, stable families, and supportive communities.  When PCSAO membership was identifying its top 

priorities for the next two years, the issue of serving multi-system youth rose to the top.  Multi-system 

youth is being defined as a youth that is in need of services from 2 or more systems (child protection, 

juvenile court, mental health, and developmental disabilities).  Of course, education is key and should be 

included for strategy purposes but to define this specific population, it relates to the unique needs or 

services some children require and are not able to access.     

To say this hasn’t been discussed over the last thirty plus years is quite an understatement.  For those that 

have been around for a while, you may recall “Cluster” in the mid to late 1980s. Cluster refers to state 

level funding that was available to assist counties with paying for multi-system youth placements.  From 

there, county Family and Children First Councils (FCFCs) were codified in statute in the early 1990s with 

specific mandates to convene all the child-serving systems for the purpose of improving the coordination 

of services for children across systems.  The premise behind county FCFCs is solid, especially when 

partners are willing to come to the table, work across systems, and resources are plentiful.   

Then a great opportunity came forward in the mid-2000s called Access to Better Care (ABC).  ABC came 

about as a result of some legislative pressure to introduce a bill that would eliminate the situation of 

parents relinquishing custody in order to obtain behavioral health services for their child.  This resulted in 

an infusion of new funding for children’s behavioral health, including a designated funding line in the then 

Ohio Department of Mental Health’s budget.  ABC was able to start new promising or evidence-based 

treatment services across Ohio.  However, ABC did not last long enough nor was there enough funding to 

truly address custody relinquishment for accessing services.   

Of course, there have been improvements in all systems over the last ten years, including the significant 

reduction of youth in Department of Youth Services institutions, the recognition and state support to 

improve options for families with children on the Autism Spectrum, the partnership between Ohio 

Departments of Developmental Disabilities (ODODD) and Mental Health Addiction Services (OhioMHAS) 
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to fund pilots for high needs youth and to focus on Trauma Informed Care, and the recent effort between 

OhioMHAS, Ohio Department of Medicaid, and the Governor’s Office of Health Transformation (OHT) to 

redesign behavioral health services, expand the array of services under Medicaid, and “carve-in” 

behavioral health services to managed care.  In fact, we believe this redesign is of utmost importance to 

the issue of multi-system youth.  Through this process, Ohio has the opportunity to provide quality, 

evidence-based that would go a long way to assist many families in securing the help they need to stabilize 

and keep their child at home and in the community.   We urge this Committee to become engaged in the 

OHT Behavioral Health redesign process as the opportunity is now to transform a system so that custody 

relinquishment would not need to be the option for accessing treatment services.   

While all of these efforts are to be commended and do provide needed community-based services for 

children, the reality is parents are still making the very difficult decision to relinquish custody of their 

children when services are not accessible nor affordable to the average Joe, even with private insurance.  

PCSAO’s 2015 Factbook revealed that while allegations of abuse and neglect account for 82% of screened-

in reports, 6 in 10 children in agency custody are there for reasons other than abuse and neglect.  These 

reasons include delinquency, dependency, and child’s behavior problem.  Another startling fact is that 

nearly half of the youth in residential treatment facilities were primarily removed for reasons other than 

child abuse and neglect.  Again, those reasons are child’s behavior problem, delinquency, and unruliness. 

The result is that these children, who may have no history of abuse or neglect but who have a need for 

intense services, end up in a system designed to focus on child safety and permanency.  It is our hope that 

working together with you and other child-serving systems, we can begin to correct this “mis-match” so 

that youths’ needs and best interests, rather than funding streams, drive services.  

 PCSAO has convened two Stakeholders Group meetings in preparation for this Committee and plans to 

submit a joint letter following this hearing with specific recommendations that the Stakeholders have 

identified for consideration.   

The Stakeholders are committed to the following outcomes for multi-system youth and their families: 

 Decrease or eliminate the need for custody relinquishment in order to access services 
 Increase home-based treatment and rehabilitation services 
 Increase access and availability of needed services for mental health and developmental disabilities 
 Increase prevention and early intervention services to prevent deep-end entrance  
 Increase usage of level of care assessment to determine the most appropriate services and 

placements  
 Increase graduation rates and employment  
 Decrease criminal activity and other poor life outcomes  

 
The Stakeholders believe these outcomes could be achieved when the Joint Legislative Committee 
addresses the five tasks outlined in HB 64: 
 

(1) Identify the services currently provided to multi-system youths and the costs and outcomes of 
those services;   

(2) Identify existing best practices to eliminate custody relinquishment as a means of gaining access 
to services for multi-system youths;  

(3) Identify the best methods for person-centered care coordination related to behavioral health, 
developmental disabilities, juvenile justice, and employment;   



(4) Build a system of accountability to monitor the progress of multi-system youths in residential 
placement; and  

(5) Recommend an equitable, adequate, sustainable funding and service delivery system to meet 
the needs of all multi-system youths.    

 
PCSAO is hopeful that this new Joint Legislative Committee on Multi-System Youth can finally address the 

challenges of accessing appropriate, affordable and available treatment services; competing resource 

issues across systems, including parity; and gaining better outcomes for these youth.  We encourage the 

Joint Legislative Committee on Multi-System Youth to hear from all system stakeholders, state agencies, 

parents and youth as we must all work together on this devastating decades-long issue.  PCSAO has 

conducted research on multi-system youth and would welcome the opportunity to present the attached 

brief to the Joint Legislative Committee.   

Thank you for your time and interest in solving issues impact youth with multi-system needs.  We look 

forward to working with you on this issue.   

 

 

 

 


