
The Continuing Impact of Mental Health and Substance Use Disorders in Anoka County  

 
 
Every city, town, and rural area in the U.S. is feeling the increasing impact of mental health and substance use disorders, and 
Anoka County is no exception to the trend. This is resulting in serious risks to Anoka County residents, businesses, law 
enforcement, health care, government, social services and other organizations. We see serious issues related to mental 
health and substance use disorders, including: 
 

Impact on Both Youth and Adults in 
Anoka County:1 
Youth: 31% of Anoka County students 
surveyed (8th, 9th, and 11th grade) reported 
“significant problems” in the past 12 
months with feeling very trapped, lonely, 
sad, blue, depressed, or hopeless. 
 
Adults: 10% of Anoka County adults 
reported ten or more days in the last month 
in which they struggled with stress, 
depression, or emotional problems. 
 
Significant Gaps in Needed Care: A 2014 survey of Anoka County stakeholders2 showed critical gaps in: 

• Safe crisis care and housing for youth  

• Access to inpatient psychiatry beds for adults, youth and children 

• Permanent housing that offers support services to residents in need 

• Respite Care for caregivers providing support to family members in need 

• Access to needed prescriptions due to lack of psychiatric prescribers 

Strain on Our Emergency Departments: As the premier acute care provider and Level 2 Trauma Center in the North Metro, Mercy 

Hospital (Mercy and Unity campuses in Coon Rapids and Fridley, respectively) sees the frontline impact of mental health crises at its 
front door every day. Nearly 10,000 mental health visits occurred at Mercy Hospital’s Emergency Rooms in 2017. Of these, more than 
two thirds were by patients who were cared for more than once for a mental health & substance use diagnosis. In 2016, Mercy 
Hospital’s Emergency Rooms saw the most patients in the state of Minnesota. 

Untenable Increases in Cost of Care: Mercy Hospital spending on Mental Health and Addiction care has increased 31% since 2011. 

It is the fourth costliest area of care for in the region, even more so than all cardiovascular care. This is very much in line with national 
trends.  

Care is Often Preventable or Misaligned: Many 

patients who are hospitalized for a mental health 
condition do not require a hospital level of care, or 
could be discharged to a lower intensity setting, 
but must be hospitalized because of a lack of 
available and timely alternatives. A 2016 study 
indicated that, for hospitalized mental health 
patients at Mercy Hospital, nearly one third of 
hospital days could have been avoided if a more 
appropriate treatment setting had been available 
(“Potentially Avoidable Days”).3 This is yet another 
indication of the continuing gaps in the local care 
continuum, but it also suggests that we have real 
opportunity for care to look different. 

                                                           
1 Anoka County 2015-2019 Community Health Improvement Plan (revised). Anoka County Health & Environmental Services. 
https://www.anokacounty.us/DocumentCenter/View/5588/2015-2019--Community-Health-Improvement-Plan-Revised-PDF 
2 Minnesota Department of Human Services Gaps Analysis Study, 2013-2014. Profile for Anoka County. https://edocs.dhs.state.mn.us/lfserver/Public/DHS-7304B-ENG 
3 Minnesota Hospital Association Mental and Behavioral Health Data Collection Pilot 2016. 

https://www.anokacounty.us/DocumentCenter/View/5588/2015-2019--Community-Health-Improvement-Plan-Revised-PDF
https://edocs.dhs.state.mn.us/lfserver/Public/DHS-7304B-ENG
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This issue impacts us all.  In addition to Anoka County residents and health care organization, the impact of mental health 
and substance abuse disorders affects: 

Law Enforcement: Interactions between law enforcement and individuals affected by serious mental illness can be particularly 

challenging. These encounters may require special skills or training, can be volatile, and rely heavily on the community availability 
of support options to reach a successful outcome.4  
 
Local Businesses: Relative to other risk factors like smoking, sedentary lifestyle, and being overweight, one major study indicated 

that depression and stress exert an especially strong influence on employee health expenses to businesses.5 Productivity, 
expensive health care, absenteeism/presenteeism, and high employee turnover are just a few of the major impacts of employee 
mental health and substance use disorders on local employers.  
 
Human Services: Human service workers frequently work with individuals who have experienced severe trauma, adverse 

childhood experiences (ACES), or are affected by serious mental illness and substance use disorders. This can result in mistrust, 
increased physical health conditions, intense emotional displays, all of which often demand more care and time than service 
providers are able to give.  
 
Education and Adolescent Mental Health: Nationwide, nearly 20% of youth experience a mental illness annually, and this 

prevalence is increasing rather than decreasing.6 In schools, students impacted by adverse childhood experience (ACEs) and 
other forms of trauma and stress experience disruptions in brain development, limiting social, emotional, and cognitive function. 
This can severely affect memory, cognition, and learning.7

Our region has made some positive strides over the last few years, including: 

• Integrated Primary Care Model: Mental health clinicians working alongside and in concert with primary care providers 

• Intensive Residential Treatment Services –Touchstone Lyric Lane: Intermediate community based mental health 
services, providing structure and 24-hour assistance 

• Emergency Department In-Reach: Enhanced services for those who of often turn to emergency care and can benefit 
from a personalized approach 

• Social Determinants of Health Screening: identifying and matching patient needs to services that significantly impact 
health: food insecurity, housing, transportation, utility affordability, and interpersonal violence 

• The “Top Secret" Project: Education to help parents recognize hazards hiding in plain sight that might indicate 
dangerous behaviors such as drug use or self-injury

 
Despite these accomplishments, the challenge is growing and we must continue to focus on this issue together, 
collaborating across sectors and traditional boundaries. To this end, The Northwest Metro Alliance is convening a diverse 
group of stakeholders from all sectors of our community – the “North Metro Roundtable” – to address mental health and 
substance use disorders in Anoka County. 
 
The Northwest Metro Alliance is a long-term collaboration between HealthPartners and Allina Health that is a learning lab for Accountable Care 
Organizations. It serves more than 600,000 people who receive care at five Allina Health clinics, four HealthPartners clinics, Mercy Hospital and 
its affiliated specialists in the northwest suburbs of the Minneapolis/St. Paul metropolitan area. For more information on this initiative, please 
contact Patrick Lytle, Director of the Northwest Alliance, at Patrick.Lytle@allina.com or Patrick.L.Lytle@HealthPartners.Com. 
 

                                                           
4 Reuland, M., Schwarzfeld, M., & Draper, L. (2009). Law Enforcement Responses to People with Mental Illnesses: A Guide to Research-Informed Policy and Practice. Retrieved July 19, 
2018, from https://www.nccpsafety.org/resources/library/law-enforcement-responses-to-people-with-mental-illnesses-a-guide-to-resear 
5 Goetzel, R. Z., Ozminkowski, R. J., Sederer, L. I., & Mark, T. L. (2002). The business case for quality mental health services: why employers should care about the mental health and 
well-being of their employees. Journal of Occupational and Environmental Medicine, 44(4), 320–30. Retrieved from http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11977418 
6 Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. School and Campus Health Overview. https://www.samhsa.gov/school-campus-health 
7 The Illinois ACEs Response Collaborative. Education Brief: ACEs for Educators and Stakeholders. http://www.hmprg.org/assets/root/ACEs/Education%20Policy%20Brief.pdf 
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