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Disclaimer

The views, opinions, and content expressed in this 
presentation do not necessarily reflect the views, 

opinions, or policies of the Center for Mental Health 
Services (CMHS), the Substance Abuse and Mental 

Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), or the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS).
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SOAR: SSI/SSDI Outreach Access and Recovery 
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SOARWorks for Reentry



• What are individuals that are released from 
jail/prison expected to do (to avoid further 
interaction with the legal system) when they 
return to communities?
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Discussion



• What are some basic 
requirements/expectations for post  release 
success?

• What do you believe are the barriers to post 
release success? 
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Discussion



• How successful do you think that people 
without mental illness/physical disability that 
are returning from jail/prison are at meeting 
those expectations?
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Discussion



• How successful do you think that people WITH 
mental illness/physical disability that are 
returning from jail/prison are at meeting 
those expectations?
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Discussion



• No income
• No housing/housing insecurity
• No access to treatment
• Limited to no medication
• Limitations in functioning
• Inability to maintain employment
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Discussion



                           Reentry to what?
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Discussion



What is SOAR?

• SSI/SSDI Outreach, Access, and Recovery
• A model for assisting eligible adults and children to apply 

for Social Security Administration (SSA) disability benefits
• For individuals who are experiencing or at risk of 

homelessness and have a serious mental illness, co-
occurring substance use disorder, or other physical 
disabilities

• Sponsored by SAMHSA in collaboration with the Social 
Security Administration (SSA) since 2005

• All 50 states and Washington, DC currently participate



A Foundation for Recovery, Resiliency and Reentry 
Success

More Than Income

• Access to health care and 
housing

• Increased education and 
employment opportunities

• Decrease in incarcerations 
and hospitalizations

SSI/SSDI: One Brick in Foundation
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The Basics
Social Security Disability Benefits
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SSI/SSDI Eligibility: SSA’s Definition of Disability

• The law defines disability as: 
– The inability to engage in any substantial gainful activity 

(SGA = $1470/month for 2023) 
– By reason of any medically determinable physical or 

mental impairment(s)
– Which can be expected to result in death, or which has 

lasted or can be expected to last for a continuous period of 
not less than 12 months.

– https://www.ssa.gov/disability/professionals/bluebook/ge
neral-info.htm
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https://www.ssa.gov/disability/professionals/bluebook/general-info.htm
https://www.ssa.gov/disability/professionals/bluebook/general-info.htm


• FACT: A person can apply for benefits while 
incarcerated

• FACT: Prior history of incarceration alone does 
not make someone (in)eligible for benefits

• FACT: Warrants (other than escape) should not 
hinder a person from applying or receiving 
payment

Establishing Facts to Dispel Myths



SSI and SSDI: The Basics

Supplemental Security 
Income (SSI)

• Eligibility based on need: low income 
and resources; living arrangement

• Monthly amount based on Federal 
Benefit Rate: $783/month (2020)*

• Date of eligibility based on Protective 
Filing Date/Application Date

• Health insurance: Medicaid 

Social Security Disability 
Insurance (SSDI)

• Eligibility based on insured status 
(FICA payments)

• Monthly amount based on earnings 
history

• Date of eligibility based on “date of 
onset” of disability, 5 month waiting 
period

• Health insurance: Medicare 

*https://www.ssa.gov/ssi/text-general-ussi.htm
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SOAR Eligibility: Decision Tree



The Sequential Evaluation for Adults



Step 3 is Key!

• Person can be found disabled at Step 3 and begin 
receiving benefits

• If adequate evidence is presented that 
impairment meets or equals the Listings and the 
applicant is unable to work

• Connecting functional limitations to their inability 
to maintain work at a substantial gainful level, 
using appropriate medical documentation, is key
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• Specialty Courts take a 
collaborative approach to 
– engage participants in long-term 

treatment, 
– agree to court supervision, and 
– divert from traditional court 

proceedings. 
• It is important to understand 

what happens when beneficiaries 
become incarcerated.

• https://www.ssa.gov/reentry/ben
efits.htm
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SSA Benefits for People that are Incarcerated

https://www.ssa.gov/reentry/benefits.htm
https://www.ssa.gov/reentry/benefits.htm


Receiving Benefits: Supplemental Security Income 
(SSI)

*As a general rule, reapplication can be made 30 days prior to expected release 
date but benefits cannot begin until release. With a pre-release agreement, this 
time can be extended to 120 days prior to release. 

Incarceration Time Effect on Benefits Action Needed Upon Release

< 1 full calendar month No effect N/A
1 - 12 

calendar months Suspended Can be reinstated upon 
release

12+ consecutive calendar 
months Terminated Must reapply*



Receiving Benefits: Social Security Disability 
Insurance (SSDI)

*Recipients are eligible to continue receiving their benefits until they are 
convicted of a criminal offense and confined to a penal institution for 
more than 30 continuous days. 

Incarceration Time Effect on Benefits Action Needed Upon Release

< 30 days No effect N/A

> 30 days*

*convicted and confined
Suspended Can be reinstated upon release



Pre-Release Applications

• New applications can be made prior to release
• The general rule is 30 days prior to the 

expected release date
• Pre-release agreements between SSA and the 

institution can be extended to as many as 120 
days prior to release
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Collaborations with Legal Settings
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• Davidson County, Tennessee SOAR DCSO (Department of 
Corrections/Sheriff’s Office)

• Collaboration through the Mayor’s Office of Innovation, 
Sheriff’s Office, and Metro Social Services

• Initiative within the Jail was established July 2014
• Sole mission of SOAR at DCSO: 

– Assist incarcerated individuals with a severe and 
persistent mental illness who are without income 
and/or experiencing homelessness to re-enter into 
society

• Outcomes: 89% of applications apps
• roved in average of 48 day
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SOAR and Jail Collaboration: Davidson County



Criminal Justice Services-Forensic Evaluations Unit

• Mecklenburg County, NC 6 SOAR Trained 
staff at Criminal Justice Services (Forensic 
Evaluations Unit, Reentry Services, 
Treatment Court)

• 2 SOAR Trained staff at Jail Inmate Services
• 2 SOAR Trained Social Workers at the Public 

Defender’s Office
• All working in collaboration with SOAR 

trained community partners



• Diversion courts, in-reach initiatives, reentry 
planning, and SOAR trained corrections staff

• Reduces recidivism, prevents incarceration, 
saves money 

Miami / Dade Jail Diversion Program
• Housing and treatment provided upon 

release based on likelihood of SSI approval 
• Recidivism dropped from 70 to 22 percent 

comparing the year before and after SSI 
approval; demonstrated $7 million in savings 
to the State of Florida

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TBT_p0
GrqYE&ab_channel=OneMind 
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Success: Miami/Dade, Florida

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TBT_p0GrqYE&ab_channel=OneMind
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TBT_p0GrqYE&ab_channel=OneMind


• Funded by the Oklahoma Department of Mental Health 
and Substance Abuse Services

• Oklahoma Department of Corrections staff trained to 
assist with accessing public benefits, e.g. SSI/SSDI 

• Built and nurtured relationships with state and federal 
partners

– Held regular meetings with all stakeholders
• Collaboration on 4 federal re-entry grants  

– These grants target people with co-occurring 
disorders 

– Also includes applying for public benefits when 
applicable

• Over the past 11 years, approval rates have been >80%  
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SOAR and Prison Collaboration: Oklahoma
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SOAR Use in Jails/Prisons: Cumulative Outcomes

707
Cumulative total of SOAR-assisted 

initial SSI/SSDI applications 
for people residing in
 correctional facilities

99
Average days 
to decision

71%
Approval rate



• People with mental illnesses remain in jail eight times longer than other 
offenders at a cost that is seven times higher (Mental Health America, 
2008).

• At least three quarters of incarcerated individuals with mental illness have 
a co-occurring substance use disorder (Council of State Governments, 
2012). 

• More than 20 percent of prisoners with mental illness experienced 
homelessness in the months before their incarceration, compared with 10 
percent of the general prison population (Greenberg & Rosenheck, 2008).

•  The intersection of criminal justice and behavioral health not only affects 
the justice-involved person but all systems involved in their care 
(treatment, housing, employment, and supervision).
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What we already know….



Yet…. Benefits Acquisition is an Underutilized Reentry Tool

• For eligible individuals, benefits acquisition 
increases access to income and health insurance 
and promotes successful reentry
– Income = Access to housing security
– Insurance = Access to treatment
– Housing + Treatment = Reduction in recidivism
– Reduction in recidivism = Reduced financial burden to 

states, counties, and agencies



• Specialty Courts can be used as a tool to avoid 
the negative impact that incarceration could 
have for people involved in the legal system 
that already have their benefits in place.
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Specialty Court Participation 



• Tulsa Treatment Court 
was able to secure 
funding for a full time 
SOAR specialist to serve 
their clients. 

• The specialist was hired 
July 2023!
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SOAR Success:  Tulsa Treatment Court



• Behaviors that result in the participants’ interaction with legal systems 
may be connected to the symptoms of a diagnosed/undiagnosed mental 
health issue 
– Substance use may be evidence of other struggles
– Strong connection between substance use, trauma, and serious mental illness

• We share the same clients!
– SOAR assistance for individuals within the community that have support from 

the courts is a great benefit
– Specialty court participants are encouraged to engage for longer terms which 

enables SOAR providers to continue engagement to complete the application 
process

• Using the SOAR model as a resource for specialty court participants can 
encourage continued treatment (insurance) and address basic needs and 
housing barriers (income)
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Continue SOAR Success in Specialty Courts



• Standardized training provided across all geographic areas
• SOAR Leaders can coordinate follow-up training and support
• Courses are FREE, web-based, and self-guided
• 20 CEUs from National Association of Social Workers (NASW)
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Benefits of the SOAR Online Courses



SOAR Online Course: Articles and Practice Case
Articles and Content Practice Case
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• Training: 20 hours
• 20-40 hours per complete 

application
• SOAR Critical Components
• Outcome Tracking
• Benefit to Your Agency and 

the Individuals You Serve
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Getting Involved: Time Commitment



• Web based
• User friendly
• HIPAA compliant
• Monitors quality
• Takes only 3-5 minutes
• It’s FREE!

All the reasons 
OAT is awesome!
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https://soartrack.samhsa.gov  

Online Application Tracking (OAT)

https://soartrack.samhsa.gov/
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OAT Case Worker Dashboard



39

Next Steps

 Learn more about SOAR
 Get in touch with your SAMHSA SOAR TA 

Center liaison
• Discuss how SOAR participants will be 

selected
• Decide who will assist with applications

 Reach out to your local or state SOAR leads
 Register for the SOAR Online Course



• What are you still 
wondering about?

• What can be your next 
step?
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Questions?



Resources 

Learn more about SOAR: https://soarworks.prainc.com/

To assist with applications for individuals that are 
incarcerated/reentering communities: 
https://soarworks.prainc.com/topics/criminal-justice
• Infographic
• FAQs
• Sample tools
• Issue Brief

https://soarworks.prainc.com/
https://soarworks.prainc.com/topics/criminal-justice


SAMHSA’s mission is to reduce the impact of substance 
abuse and mental illness on America’s communities.

                  

www.samhsa.gov
1-877-SAMHSA-7 (1-877-726-4727) ● 1-800-487-4889 (TDD)
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Thank You
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