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What Has the CalMHSA Statewide Mental Health 
Prevention and Early Intervention Program Done So Far?
Summary and Commentary for Year 1 Evaluation

The California Mental Health Services Authority 
(CalMHSA)*—a coalition of California counties 
designed to provide economic and administrative sup-

port to mental health service delivery—formed the statewide 
Prevention and Early Intervention (PEI) Program to reduce 
adverse outcomes for Californians who experience mental 
illness. CalMHSA’s focus is on three strategic initiatives: 
(1) reduce stigma and discrimination toward those with 
mental illness, (2) prevent suicide, and (3) improve student 
mental health. Twenty-three community organizations 
are under contract to develop and implement 25 specific 
components of the PEI initiatives to meet the goals of the 
strategic plans; these organizations are called PEI program 
partners. Starting in late summer of 2011, program partners 
began developing and implementing diverse PEI activities in 
accordance with their specific contract aims. In fall 2011, the 
RAND Corporation was asked to design and implement an 
evaluation of the three initiatives, and the final evaluation 
was approved and launched in summer 2012. The evaluation 
organizes program partner activities into six categories of 
core activities, many of which span more than one initiative 
area, as shown in the table.

The first-year report from the evaluation documents the 
capacities that were developed to implement core activities as 
of spring 2013 and assesses the early reach of selected activi-
ties (e.g., how many people receive services, are exposed to 
resources, and participate in trainings). While many PEI 
efforts were already being implemented at the time of the 
report, others were still under development, and implementa-
tion will continue over the next year or more. Future evalu-
ation will include assessment of short-term outcomes of key 
initiative activities, as well as continued assessment of imple-
mentation and reach of activities. RAND also established 
baseline assessments of population risk factors and outcomes 
to provide a platform for longer-term monitoring of statewide 
PEI impacts over time. 

Progress So Far
There is a logical, science-informed path from the statewide 
strategic plan to its goals of reducing mental health stigma 
and discrimination, preventing suicide, and improving stu-
dent mental health. This path involves 

1. the strategic planning of comprehensive, interrelated 
program components

2. developing new PEI program capacities

3. delivering new program activities to broadly reach 
California’s diverse population and achieve significant 
exposure to program materials

4. measuring the impact of program activities on tar-
geted short-term outcomes, such as knowledge and 
attitudes

5. achieving reductions in longer-term, adverse mental 
health outcomes for California’s population, such as 
suicide rates, discrimination toward persons with 
mental health challenges, and mental-health-related 
school failure. 

The first-year evaluation documents that program part-
ners have been highly productive in developing new program 
capacities that relate to the components of the strategic plan. 
Furthermore, the launching of many program activities is 
well under way. This is impressive, given the relatively short 
time that program partners have had to develop and imple-
ment new program activities. So far, the reach of program 
activities has been relatively limited or cannot yet be deter-
mined, and many program activities are in the midst of 
rapidly expanding their reach. We do not know yet whether 
programs are having their intended short-term impacts on 
participants/audiences, but we expect to be able to answer 
those questions for key program activities over the next one 
to two years, within the timeframe of this evaluation. 



An important aspect of the statewide PEI initiatives is 
the emphasis on evaluation. In addition to the independent 
evaluation being conducted by RAND, each program part-
ner was required to plan its own evaluation activities, with 
a focus on developing capacities for quality improvement. 
Program partners were provided technical assistance, as 
needed, to carry out their own evaluation activities, as well as 
assistance to develop the data required for the RAND evalu-
ation. This investment in developing evaluation capacity, at 
both the programmatic and broader initiative and population 
levels, represents a groundbreaking innovation. These evalua-
tion efforts will not only help inform decisions about further 
investment in statewide PEI activities, they have also resulted 

in the development of evaluation approaches and tools that 
can be useful models for other county-directed PEI activities. 
The development of capacity to monitor population-level out-
comes, risk factors, and exposure to PEI activities provides a 
platform for statewide assessment of the longer-term impacts 
of investments in PEI activities. It may be unrealistic, how-
ever, to expect observable population changes in the long-
term outcomes of interest over the next year or two, given the 
start-up time required to build and launch new programs, 
the relatively brief time in which program effects will be 
observed, and the importance of broad population reach and 
exposure for prevention to reduce risk of deleterious mental 
health outcomes.
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 Core Activities

 Initiative Focus

Suicide Prevention 
(SP)

Student Mental Health 
(SMH)

Stigma and Discrimination 
Reduction (SDR)

Development of policies, protocols, and 
procedures X

Networking and collaboration X X

Development of informational/online 
resources X X

Training and education programs X X X

Media/social marketing campaigns and 
interventions to influence media production X

Hotline and “warmline*” operations X

Table. Core Activities Examined in Year 1 of the RAND Evaluation

* A warmline is a noncrisis telephone service that provides encouragement and support to persons in need.
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