
Bridging a Gap: 
Analyzing the Role of 

Behavioral Health Links 
in Advancing Reentry 

AB 133 California Advancing & Innovating Medi -Cal 

(CalAIM ) Initiative - Behavioral Health Links: 

A Policy Analysis

Molly Brown

CSULB School of Social Work

May 2025



• AB 133 (CalAIM ) legislated efforts to address health inequities for justice -
involved individuals in California, including the creation of Behavioral 
Health Links (Section 346 4011.11 (h)(5))

• BH Links mandates coordination between correctional facilities and 
community behavioral health agencies to bridge the gap between 
correctional health services and community -based behavioral health 
treatment for individuals transitioning from incarceration

• California had nearly one million jail and prison releases in 2019, with the 
vast majority from county jails, highlighting repeated gaps in reentry 
support (Wang, 2024)

• BH Links seeks to reduce recidivism, homelessness, and adverse health 
outcomes for returning citizens with behavioral health needs

• BH Links is part of the Justice -Involved Reentry Initiative (JIRI), which offers 
Medi -Cal physical and behavioral health services for up to 90 days before 
release (DHCS, 2023)
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• BH Links is a ligned with the NASW Code of 
Ethics, particularly the values of social justice, 
dignity and worth of the person, and the 
importance of human relationships (NASW, 2024)

• Social workers are commitment to equity, 
dismantling systemic barriers, and advancing 
health equity which are highlighted within this 
policy (Skeem et al., 2023)

• Centers the experience of returning citizens, 
promoting dignity and a strengths -based 
perspective on reentry

• Encourages a shift from punitive systems to 
restorative and supportive care models

• BH Links operationalizes social work values into 
public policy and reinforces the profession's 
advocacy role

Social Work 
Relevance
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• This policy analysis explores the historical criminalization of mental illness 
and substance use disorders, starting with deinstitutionalization in the 
mid -20th century and continuing during the War on Drugs — policies that 
give context to the overrepresentation of individuals with behavioral 
health needs in the criminal legal system ( Egart , 2024)

• Research demonstrates that Black, Indigenous, and People of Color 
(BIPOC), along with LGBTQ+ individuals, are disproportionately 
represented within the carceral system and face systemic barriers to 
accessing equitable behavioral health care (Gottlieb et al., 2021; Hobaica et 
al., 2024; Veeh et al., 2018)

• The “Penrose Effect” shows that reduced community mental health 
services correlated with increased incarceration rates (Torrey, 1997; Grecco 
& Chambers, 2019)

• Prior CA legislation influenced the design of this program, including 
outcomes of CA reentry policies like AB 109 and WPC Pilot Program (Bird & 
Grattet , 2014; Pourat  et al., 2022)

• Behavioral health disparities, particularly for those with co -occurring 
disorders, exacerbate reentry challenges (Gaba et al., 2023)
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Policy Framework

• Th is p o licy a n a lysis u se s Da vid  Gil’s p o licy 
a n a lysis fra m e w o rk fro m  So c ia l Po licy a n d  
So c ia l Ch a n g e  (J im e n e z e t  a l., 20 15)

• In c lu d e s a n a lysis o f so c ia l p ro b le m , 
o b je c t ive s/va lu e s, e ffe c t s, im p lica t io n s, a n d  
a lt e rn a t ive s

• So u rce s in c lu d e  st a t e  le g isla t io n  a n d  DHCS 
im p le m e n t a t io n  d o cu m e n t s, sch o la rly re se a rch , 
live d  e xp e rie n ce s, a n d  p ro fe ssio n a l in sig h t s

• Lim it a t io n s o f a n a lysis d u e  t o  e vo lvin g  st a t e  
g u id a n ce , va rie d  co u n t y ca p a c it y, a n d  lim it e d  
d a t a . Fu ll d a t a  w ill n o t  b e  a va ila b le  u n t il so m e  
t im e  a ft e r 20 26  w h e n  a ll CA co rre c t io n a l 
fa c ilit ie s a re  m a n d a t e d  t o  im p le m e n t  t h e ir p re -
re le a se  se rvice s

Methods
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Analysis of the social problem

• Syst e m ic  in e q u it ie s h a ve  le d  t o  t h e  o ve r-in ca rce ra t io n  o f Bla ck, La t in x, 
In d ig e n o u s, a n d  LGBTQ+ in d ivid u a ls in  Ca lifo rn ia , w h o  fa ce  h ig h e r ra t e s o f 
a rre st  a n d  m o re  b a rrie rs t o  b e h a vio ra l h e a lt h  ca re  (Go t t lie b  e t  a l., 20 21; 
Ga li, 20 20 ; Ho b a ica  e t  a l., 20 24)

• Ove r 50 %  o f Ca lifo rn ia ’s in ca rce ra t e d  p o p u la t io n  n o w  re q u ire s b e h a vio ra l 
h e a lt h  ca re , a n  in c re a se  fro m  20 %  in  20 10 ; 42%  live  w it h  co -o ccu rrin g  
m e n t a l illn e ss a n d  su b st a n ce  u se  d iso rd e rs (Lo fst ro m  & Ma rt in , 20 23; Ga b a  
e t  a l., 20 23).

• In ca rce ra t e d  w o m e n  a n d  LGBTQ+ yo u t h  fa ce  u n iq u e  vu ln e ra b ilit ie s—
w o m e n  a re  t w ice  a s like ly t o  h a ve  se ve re  m e n t a l illn e ss, a n d  LGBTQ+ 
yo u t h  a re  a t  e le va t e d  risk o f t ra u m a , su ic id e , a n d  la ck o f a cce ss t o  
a ffirm in g  ca re  (Kin g  e t  a l., 20 18 ; Ho b a ica  e t  a l., 20 24).

• Re e n t ry o ft e n  d isru p t s b e h a vio ra l h e a lt h  t re a t m e n t , le a vin g  re t u rn in g  
c it ize n s w it h o u t  m e d ica t io n , p ro vid e rs, o r co n t in u it y o f ca re —fa c t o rs t h a t  
in c re a se  t h e  risk o f re la p se , h o m e le ssn e ss, a n d  re in ca rce ra t io n  (Alb e rt so n  
e t  a l., 20 20 ).

Policy Analysis
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Objectives & Values

• BH Lin ks su p p o rt s b e h a vio ra l h e a lt h  co n t in u it y b y re q u irin g  w a rm  h a n d o ffs 
fro m  co rre c t io n a l t o  co m m u n it y ca re  (DHCS, 20 23)

• In t e n d e d  t o  re d u ce  g a p s in  ca re , p ro m o t e  t re a t m e n t  e n g a g e m e n t , lo w e r 
re c id ivism  a n d  p ro m o t e  h e a lt h  e q u it y

Effe c t s & Im p lica t io n s: 

• Re d u ce d  re c id ivism , m o re  st a b le  re e n t ry, a n d  co st  sa vin g s—e st im a t e d  
$150 ,0 0 0  p e r re c id ivism  e ve n t  a vo id e d  (No rd b e rg  e t  a l., 20 21)

• Misse d  b e h a vio ra l h e a lt h  a p p o in t m e n t s o ft e n  le a d  t o  re in ca rce ra t io n  
(Alb e rt so n  e t  a l., 20 20 ). Co n t in u it y o f ca re  ca n  h e lp  p re ve n t  re c id ivism

Alt e rn a t ive s

• So m e  a lt e rn a t ive s o r a d d it io n s t o  t h is p o licy co u ld  in c lu d e : Cre a t in g  
co m m u n it y re e n t ry ce n t e rs n e a r ja ils fo r sh o rt -st a y su p p o rt , o ffe rin g  
t ra in in g /g ra n t s t o  g ro w  b e h a vio ra l h e a lt h  w o rkfo rce , a n d  st re n g t h e n  
cu lt u ra lly re sp o n sive  se rvice s t o  re d u ce  d isp a rit ie s

Policy Analysis
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Strengths

• Brid g e s a  d o cu m e n t e d  g a p  in  
b e h a vio ra l h e a lt h  t re a t m e n t  a t  
re e n t ry

• Su p p o rt s e vid e n ce -b a se d  w a rm  
h a n d o ffs a n d  p re -re le a se  
p la n n in g

• Fe d e ra lly fu n d e d  via  1115 w a ive r 
a n d  fe d e ra l g ra n t s

• Re co g n ize s t h e  in t e rse c t io n a lit y 
o f re e n t ry ch a lle n g e s (e .g ., ra ce , 
g e n d e r, b e h a vio ra l h e a lt h )
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Strengths & Challenges 
Ch a lle n g e s

• Risk o f im p le m e n t a t io n  g a p s d u e  t o  
lim it e d  co m m u n it y p ro vid e r 
ca p a c it y, w o rkfo rce  d e ve lo p m e n t , 
a n d  la ck o f cu lt u ra lly co m p e t e n t  
p ro vid e rs 

• Risk o f e xc lu d in g  t h o se  w it h  sh o rt  
st a ys o r u n p re d ic t a b le  re le a se  d a t e s

• Cu lt u ra l a n d  syst e m ic  b a rrie rs fo r 
BIPOC a n d  LGBTQ+ co m m u n it ie s t h a t  
lim it  se rvice  a cce ss (Le e  e t  a l., 20 17)

• Ma y d e e p e n  d isp a rit ie s if 
im p le m e n t a t io n  is in co n sist e n t

BH Lin ks w ill d ire c t ly im p a c t  so c ia l w o rk c lie n t s fro m  o p p re sse d  g ro u p s 
b y p ro m o t in g  a cce ss t o  b e h a vio ra l h e a lt h  ca re  d u rin g  re e n t ry, h e lp in g  t o  
re d u ce  syst e m ic  b a rrie rs t h a t  h a ve  h ist o rica lly le d  t o  re in ca rce ra t io n
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