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OUTREACH

BEST PRACTICES

SAAs have enhanced their 
outreach to non-traditional 
partners:  public defense, 
state health and human 
service agencies, state and 
local non-profit service 
providers, victim service 
agencies and state depart-
ments of education. 

Working with state and local 
professional associations 
was considered by SAAs as 
an engagement best prac-
tice and force multiplier.

Assessment Scope 

Since 2009, the National Criminal Justice Asso-

ciation (NCJA), with support from the Bureau 

of Justice Assistance (BJA), has provided train-

ing and technical assistance (TTA) in strategic 

planning to State Criminal Justice Administering 

Agencies (SAAs) in 20 states, 2 territories, and 

the District of Columbia.  TTA services have 

been tailored to the needs, planning scopes, 

and timelines established by SAAs.

Planning efforts by SAAs have varied greatly 

in size, planning period, and system inclusiv-

ity. Many of these variations have to do with 

planning scope, SAA statutory authority, and 

planning capacity. The scope of planning  varied 

from grant-specific or agency-wide to broader 

efforts designed to coordinate the directions 

of multiple state-level criminal justice agencies. 

These variations were mainly due to the SAA’s 

statutorily defined role, responsibility, and mis-

sion within state government.  Despite these 

variations, SAAs used many common planning 

tools, engagement strategies and consensus 

building approaches.  This document, the first 

in a series of assessments, describes how SAAs 

engage in strategic planning, examines stake-

holder identification, outreach, and the most 

commonly used engagement strategies.   In ad-

dition, this report provides information on data 

integration and strategic planning consensus 

building strategies. 

Executive Summary

Based on this assessment of strategic planning 

by State Criminal Justice Administering Agen-

cies, NCJA identified the following implications 

for policy and practice:

•	 SAAs have enhanced their outreach to 

non-traditional partners:  public defense, 

state health and human service agencies, 

state and local non-profit service provid-

ers, victim service agencies and state 

departments of education. 

•	 SAAs consider working with state and lo-

cal professional associations as an engage-

ment best practice and force multiplier.

ENGAGEMENT 
STRATEGIES
SAAs deployed more than 
four stakeholder engage-
ment strategies such as 
interviews, surveys, com-
mittees, and focus groups.  
SAAs indicated that these 
strategies provided a more 
nuanced understanding of 
state, local and geographic 
needs, trends, and challenges.
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•	 SAAs deployed more than four stake-

holder engagement strategies such as 

interviews, surveys, committees, and 

focus groups.  SAAs indicated that these 

strategies provided a more nuanced un-

derstanding of state, local, and geographic 

needs, trends, and challenges.

Methodology 

To learn more about how strategic planning 

works in the field and to help SAAs learn from 

each other, NCJA conducted an assessment 

of strategic planning efforts by ten SAAs.  All 

SAAs in this assessment received training or 

technical assistance from NCJA. Information 

for this assessment came from a combination 

of key stakeholder interviews, a short survey, 

and planning document reviews.  A list of the 

ten SAAs included in this assessment and a 

description of the training and technical assis-

tance each SAA received is included at the end 

of this document.

Links to some of the 

planning documents and 

tools used by SAAs in 

their strategic planning 

efforts are provided 

throughout this assess-

ment. To view these doc-

uments and a selection of 

strategic plans created by 

the SAAs, click here. 

Strategic Planning: 
Stakeholders

Although SAAs have multiple functions within 

state government including system planning 

and policy development, they are often most 

widely known for their grant making and man-

agement functions. In this role, SAAs distribute 

federal and state funds across all levels of state 

and local criminal justice  systems.  This unique 

position means that SAA stakeholders come 

from all levels of government and from diverse 

areas within the criminal justice system.   

Stakeholder Outreach
As SAAs begin their strategic planning ini-

tiatives they identify, engage, and educate 

stakeholders about the planning process and 

how it will impact the office’s grant making 

and management functions.  SAAs reported 

that they most commonly inform stakeholders 

about their planning initiatives through direct 

outreach, relying heavily on email listservs 

and working with statewide and local profes-

sional associations.   Many SAAs reported 

that outreach to professional associations was 

particularly helpful when it came time to solicit 

input on the state’s most salient criminal justice 

issues. 

Stakeholder 
Engagement

As SAAs worked on strategic planning they 

often started by engaging their own standing 

governing councils or advisory boards.  These 

http://http://ncjp.org/content/strategic-planning-supporting-documentation
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boards or councils are often statutorily defined 

and include a cross section of state and local 

criminal justice administrators.  Of the ten SAAs 

interviewed for this assessment, six had standing 

councils and two established high level working 

groups to engage in and oversee planning initia-

tives.  Although many governing boards include 

representatives from law enforcement, the 

courts, and prosecution, most SAAs have worked 

to broaden representation to include representa-

tives from “non-traditional” partners, including 

indigent defense, victim services, health and 

human services, and education.   Eighty percent 

of the SAAs surveyed reported that they had 

engaged with public defense agencies at either 

the state or local level. SAAs in Nevada and Ne-

braska reported that this was the first time that 

their agencies had engaged state or local level 

public defenders in either grant or office planning 

efforts.  In addition four SAAs in this assessment 

engaged partners within academia to assist with 

planning efforts. 

 SAA efforts to engage stakeholders 

throughout the criminal justice system is 

apparent when examining the various types 

of state level organizations that helped with 

trend identification, data integration, or 

issue area prioritization.  Every SAA in the 

assessment described the active role that 

representatives from state courts, correc-

tions, and community corrections played in 

helping SAAs assess the state of their justice 

systems.  

In addition to many of the traditional state 

level criminal justice partners, SAAs worked 

to include both state representatives from 

health and human services and victim ser-

vices in the planning process.  This type of 

outreach can also be seen in SAA’s efforts to 

engage with non-profit service providers, 

many of which work directly with the same 

populations. 
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Many SAAs also made a special 

point to engage with state level 

professional and organizational as-

sociations.  State and organizational 

associations represented multiple 

elements of the justice system 

most commonly: law enforcement, 

corrections, community correc-

tions, prosecution, and courts. 

SAAs reported that working with state profes-

sional associations allowed them access to 

leaders at the local level and also allowed the 

SAAs to take advantage of professional net-

works to increase outreach to criminal justice 

practitioners.  The use of established and active 

networks was particularly helpful for SAAs 

when trying to identify trends, needs, and 

emerging issues within sectors of the crimi-

nal justice system.  States such as Oklahoma, 

Illinois, and Mississippi worked closely with 

professional associations to not only distribute 

information about strategic planning efforts, 

but also to solicit input and participation in 

statewide conferences, focus groups, and 

surveys.

In states with more limited planning scopes and 

smaller staffs, state criminal justice associa-

tions were key partners and were looked upon 

to represent local practitioner communities.  

In Utah, Nebraska and Nevada, which have 

shorter planning processes and smaller plan-

ning scopes, criminal justice associations either 

held positions on established planning com-

mittees or were members of ad-hoc planning 

teams.  Overall many SAAs reported associa-

tion engagement to be one of their planning 

best practices.

SAAs also worked closely with local law 

enforcement.   In fact 80 percent of SAAs 

had at least one high-level city or county law 

enforcement official on their governing boards 

and planning committees.  In addition, 70 

percent of SAAs engaged local criminal justice 

coordinating bodies.  These local planning 

bodies are a great resource for SAAs working 
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on identifying local and regional issues, trends, 

needs, and change strategies within the criminal 

justice arena.

Overall, SAAs sought to involve stakeholders 

throughout the criminal justice system.  In this as-

sessment, the average SAA consulted with more 

than 16 components of state and local justice 

systems.  At the local level, SAAs engaged with 

an average of five elements of city and county 

justice systems.  Although the average of five 

elements may seem small, it represents many 

more local city and county agencies throughout 

the state.  As states in this assessment work to 

expand the variety of programs they fund, they 

have also expanded the number of stakeholders 

involved in the planning process.  

Soliciting Input from 
the Field

Key Stakeholder 
Interviews

Interviews with key stakeholders, the most 

commonly used method to solicit input from 

the field, were frequently used by SAAs as 

a starting point for identifying state and lo-

cal issues and trends. The majority of those 

interviewed were high ranking agency heads, 

many of whom were engaged as members of 

SAA governing boards or planning commit-

tees.  In addition to working with established 

partners, SAAs also used stakeholder inter-

views as a way to engage non-traditional 

stakeholders including health and human 

service agency officials and key leaders in 

the non-profit sector.  
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Interview formats varied greatly, ranging from 

simple, open-ended conversations with agency 

heads to formalized interviews with question 

guides and aggregated assessments. In Ohio 

and Illinois, the SAA used structured interviews 

to engage with state and local criminal justice 

stakeholders. In Ohio, the SAA used 24 formal 

interviews to initiate their planning process. 

Interviewees provided input on trends, needs, 

and issues from their respective fields; this 

information was used as a starting point for 

system-wide issue identification and prioritiza-

tion. To validate priorities identified through 

the interview process, states used secondary 

mechanisms such as surveys and focus groups 

to reinforce or add local texture to issue areas.  

Surveys 

Used for expanding local practitioner input 

and refining the prioritization process, surveys 

were seen as an efficient and cost effective 

way of building a consensus.  Although the use 

of surveys was very common in this assess-

ment, the way the tool was used varied greatly.  

For example, Oklahoma used two different 

surveys, the first on law enforcement equip-

ment needs, and a second aimed at identifying 

needs throughout the criminal justice system.

In Utah, Nevada, and Mississippi, surveys were 

used as way of unanimously prioritizing needs.  

Administered to members of governing boards 

and planning groups, these surveys used rank-

ing questions across purpose areas to refine 

priority investment categories.  Nebraska used 

a similar type of survey to help their planning 

and advisory bodies establish needs which were 

later used for a second survey aimed at ranking 

priorities. 

Surveys were typically between 8-12 ques-

tions, the majority of which were close ended.  

At least three SAAs indicated they used online 

tools to create, distribute, and analyze survey 

results. Online surveys also allowed states to 

minimize staff time dedicated to processing 

and analyzing respondent input. 

Another survey variation seen in Utah and 

Oklahoma employed early qualifying ques-

tions related to the population density of the 

respondent’s service area; this allowed the SAA 

to compare identified needs and issues based 

on a rural, suburban, and urban classification 

system.   This strategy helped provide greater 

texture related to state and local priorities. In 

addition, Oklahoma also asked other qualify-

ing questions related to the part of the justice 

system the respondent represented, which 

allowed the SAA to identify sector-specific 

needs and control for the possibility of over 

representation of particular parts of the field.  

Whether used to define needs or refine priori-

ties, SAAs indicated that surveys were a cost-

effective method for gathering input from 

many more practitioners than would have been 

possible through interviews or focus groups. 

Focus Groups 

Although more complex to set up than surveys 

and harder to moderate than interviews, focus 

groups can be an important tool for both 

gathering and disseminating information.  West 

Virginia, Georgia, Ohio, and Tennessee all used 

this technique (in combination with others) to 

solicit input from key practitioners.  In West 

Virginia, for example, more than 50 practitio-

ners and administrators from across the justice 

system took part in large professionally moder-

ated focus groups.  In Tennessee and Ohio, the 

SAAs used regional focus groups, which were 

held at statewide evidence-based policy and 

practice and best practice conferences. Georgia 

took the regional model a step further, setting 
Page 6
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up focus groups in local communities.  Although 

logistically more complicated, this strategy al-

lowed for increased representation from local 

practitioners. Tennessee used web conference 

technology for smaller focus group sessions, 

which offered an opportunity to reach a greater 

number of local practitioners without the cost of 

travel. 

The SAAs indicated that the focus group model 

helped achieve both a level of granularity and a 

cross-system perspective that was valuable for 

planning purposes.  In addition, multiple SAAs 

noted that the focus group format allowed for 

a greater interaction that went beyond needs 

identification and toward strategy development.  

As a secondary benefit, the SAAs could engage 

with non-traditional partners at the local level.  

Although many local level stakeholders knew of 

the SAA or were familiar with the work they did, 

for some the focus group was their first interac-

tion with the agency.  Local non-profit service 

providers in particular had not traditionally been 

engaged in previous grant making or strategic 

planning processes.  

Logistically, SAAs used three models for 

focus groups: 

1.	 open meetings in local communities,

2.	 invitation-only statewide focus groups, 

and 

3.	 regionalized open-invitation focus 

groups.  

Focus group size varied and was often dic-

tated by interest.  SAAs used experienced 

moderators to guide groups through both 

issue identification and strategy or priority 

development. In multiple cases, the SAAs 

used outside moderators or received train-

ing to enhance staff capacity for facilitating 

group discussions.  In addition, SAAs used 

focus group guides to create consensus 

building, maintain focus, and ensure that all 

identified topics were covered.  Generally, 

the focus groups lasted between 1–2 hours, 

including time for introductory comments 

and questions about the SAAs strategic plan-

ning process. 

Page 7



National Center for Justice Planning

Bureau of Justice Assistance
U.S. Department of Justice

Committees, Counsels, 
and Working Groups

Eight of the ten SAAs included in this assess-

ment either had established governing boards 

already in place or created high-level plan-

ning groups that guided the strategic planning 

initiative.  In Utah, Nebraska, and Nevada, 

strategic planning initiatives were mostly 

internal, with group members identifying needs 

and creating priorities. In Nebraska and Nevada 

these groups were created with representation 

from across the justice system. These groups 

not only engaged with traditional partners, but 

also included public defense and members of 

academia.  

Responsibilities of working groups and gov-

erning boards consisted mainly of oversee-

ing engagement initiatives, assisting with the 

identification of issues and needs, and helping 

to finalize the prioritization of needs within the 

state.  Although some governing boards were 

involved in high-level discussions about spe-

cific modalities or funding strategies, many left 

that work to the SAA staff.  SAAs reported that 

planning groups and governing boards met at 

least quarterly, with many subgroups meeting 

more frequently.  When working on prioritiza-

tion, many SAAs used all-day or multi-day 

planning meetings that brought together the 

multiple engagement strategies used to solicit 

input, integrate data, and refine priorities. 

As SAAs engaged in strategic planning, they 

looked to multiple models for soliciting input 

on state and local needs and priorities. The 

average SAA employed more than four dif-

ferent engagement strategies in an effort to 

collate information from multiple sectors of 

the criminal justice system.  Each SAA created a 

strategic planning strategy that worked for the 

needs and capacities of their particular office.  

Although there was some overlap in how states 

used information to build consensus, this pro-

cess was often scaled to the planning timelines, 

period, and scope.  Shorter strategic planning 

timelines were often applied to grant specific 

plans, while longer timelines were most often 

applied to office-wide or system-wide plan-

ning efforts.  In addition, states that engaged in 

longer strategic planning cycles tended to use 

more engagement strategies

Data Integration

The integration of data into strategic planning 

efforts is not only important for identifying the 

most salient criminal justice needs, but also for 

advancing data-driven decision making.  SAAs 

most often looked to their state’s Statistical 

Analysis Center (SAC) to provide this data. 

SACs in Illinois, Ohio, and West Virginia were 

also called upon to manage large parts of the 

strategic planning process, including creating, 

managing, and reporting on surveys and focus 

groups.  The average SAA in this assessment 

used data from at least six of the nine crimi-

nal justice sectors listed in the table on page 

7.  SAAs indicated that they most often used 

publically available data from the Federal 

Bureau of Investrigation’s Uniform Crime 

Report (UCR) data, state corrections data, and 

information from the courts.  In addition to 

publically available data sources, multiple SAAs 

relied on information from sub grantees and 

performance measures for currently funded 

projects to help inform decision making. SAAs 

indicated they found it helpful to look at data 

both regionally, as well as by county.  This was 

especially true for states like Tennessee, which 

targets grant funds toward communities with 

the highest crime rates and greatest needs. 

Ohio and Illinois used their strategic planning 

efforts as a catalyst for advancing the amount 

of data available to planning group members 
Page 8
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and the general public. In both states, the SAA 

created interactive data tools, which are available 

online for other agencies and further grantees to 

use. Overall, SAAs used data on state and local 

criminal justice systems to help outline and define 

the issues identified through interviews, meet-

ings, surveys, and focus groups.
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Below are descriptions of the training and 

technical assistance (TTA) NCJA provided to 

the ten State Administering Agencies (SAAs) 

included in the assessment of stakeholder 

identification, outreach, and the most com-

monly used engagement strategies:

Georgia

In Georgia, NCJA conducted trainings for the 

Criminal Justice Coordinating Council as well 

as several regional trainings across the state to 

inform the stakeholder communities and the 

SAA’s sub-grantees on strategic planning and 

evidence-based practices. This community 

engagement model is providing the SAA with 

input for a statewide strategic plan that incor-

porates evidence-based strategies to address 

the priorities identified by their stakeholders. 

NCJA moderated focus groups and conducted 

group and individual trainings with SAA staff to 

enhance their group facilitation skills.  The SAA 

is in the process of planning additional regional 

meetings to solicit input for review and prioriti-

zation by the Georgia Criminal Justice Coordi-

nating Council.  

Illinois

In Illinois, NCJA assisted the Criminal Justice 

Information Authority in conducting a state-

wide conference on evidence-based programs 

in criminal justice and in developing a statewide 

strategic plan backed by data and measure-

ment.  The state Statistical Analysis Center 

(SAC), which is located within the SAA, pro-

vided substantive information for participants 

on evaluated evidence-based programs in 

Illinois as well as nationally available programs. 

A number of working groups were created to 

engage in detailed exploration and analysis 

of the priority issues identified at the confer-

ence.  From this effort, Illinois is developing a 

comprehensive strategic plan. 

Mississippi

In Mississippi, NCJA helped to plan and conduct 

a one-day strategic planning session with the 

Department of Public Safety, Division of Public 

Safety Planning, Office of Justice Programs 

staff, and key stakeholders. The results from 

this session were used to develop a strategy 

for the office’s strategic planning efforts. With 

limited staff time, the SAA worked with a local 

partner to develop and execute surveys of key 

stakeholders, as well as focus groups composed 

of state and local practitioners.  Their plan has 

been submitted to DOJ and can be found here.  

Nebraska

In Nebraska, training was provided to a group 

of stakeholders that included representatives 

from all parts of the criminal justice system 

and members of the Nebraska Commission on 

Crime and Law Enforcement. Training focused 

on evidence- based programs and strategic 

planning methodologies and outcomes.  A 

training conference for teams from multi-juris-

dictional taskforces in the state was also held 

to discuss evidence-based programs in policing.  

Summary of Training and Technical 
Assistance Provided by the 
National Criminal Justice Association
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With the knowledge gained from NCJA training, 

the SAA worked with a university partner to take 

on the day-to-day work of the office’s strategic 

planning.  The SAA is currently in the process of 

finalizing their strategic plan.

Nevada

In Nevada, NCJA worked with the Nevada 

Department of Public Safety’s Office of Crimi-

nal Justice Assistance on creating a statewide 

strategic plan that includes voices from across 

the criminal justice system.  As a result, the SAA 

now includes the SAC in their work and involves 

the public defender community in their regular 

stakeholder meetings.  The SAA has also used 

their strategic planning to create a multi-year 

plan that moves the state’s multi-jurisdictional 

taskforces towards state and local funding.  They 

have also funded a statewide information shar-

ing initiative and have focused on building local 

capacity through Byrne Justice Assistance Grant 

(Byrne JAG) funds designated for a new localized 

practitioner training strategy.

Ohio

In Ohio, the Office of Criminal Justice Services 

conducted surveys and focus groups among their 

key stakeholders to encourage statewide involve-

ment in setting priorities and identifying needs 

in the Ohio criminal justice system. The Ohio 

SAA also conducted a statewide conference on 

evidence-based programs, bringing together key 

stakeholders to discuss priorities and contribute 

to the statewide strategic planning process. NCJA 

assisted in the planning process and also conduct-

ed a 3-hour interactive workshop on strategic 

planning with their key stakeholders in conjunc-

tion with this statewide conference. 

Oklahoma

In Oklahoma, NCJA worked with the District 

Attorneys Council to expand their traditional 

strategic planning efforts from a single day 

open meeting to a more data driven stake-

holder-informed planning process.  NCJA 

worked with the SAA to gather relevant state 

data and develop two surveys to help build 

consensus around the state’s greatest criminal 

justice needs and priorities. After analyzing 

these results the SAA developed a statewide 

strategic plan which is now available on the 

SAA’s website.  The SAA also had planned 

for a multi-day strategic planning session 

to be moderated by an outside professional.  

Unfortunately, due to new DOJ rules on con-

ference approval and expenses the SAA was 

unable to obtain approval for the meeting.  

Tennessee

In Tennessee, the state legislature passed a 

bill requiring that juvenile justice funds be 

used for evidence-based programs. The Ten-

nessee Office of Criminal Justice Programs 

(OCJP) conducted a statewide conference, 

with assistance from NCJA, to educate their 

stakeholder communities and sub-grantees 

on evidence-based programs and their 

implementation at the local level. In addi-

tion, this meeting was used to help integrate 

the work of the office’s Targeted Com-

munity Crime Reduction Project into their 

larger planning strategy.  In preparation for 

the conference, the SAA held regional focus 

groups for local practitioners. Information 

from these focus groups will be used for the 

office’s next yearly strategic planning effort.  

With planning grants, the SAA is also funding 

several pilot projects in which sub-grantees 
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are required to collect and use data to inform 

their strategic planning.  Also, the sub-grantees 

must use only evidence-based programs and 

practices to address the data-identified justice 

issues. 

NCJA also worked with the Tennessee SAA to 

collect data at the state and national level and 

convene a group of drug court professionals 

to share effective and innovative policies and 

practices.  NCJA facilitated a moderated stra-

tegic planning session, with judges, advisory 

board members, prosecutors, defenders, and 

members of the Tennessee Association of Drug 

Court Professionals, to help establish priorities 

for the state’s dedicated drug court funding.  

The resulting report is published on the OCJP 

website for use by the drug court stakeholder 

community in Tennessee.

Utah

In Utah, NCJA provided the Commission on 

Criminal and Juvenile Justice with training on 

both strategic planning and the use and devel-

opment of evidence-based and evidence- gen-

erating programs. This training set in motion 

a significant effort by both the SAA and its 

governing board to improve their process for 

making funding decisions and for investing in 

developing evidence to support homegrown 

initiatives. This effort led to the creation of an 

entirely new funding process to address the 

priorities generated from their annual strategic 

planning process.  It resulted in a decision to in-

vest in evidence- based and evidence-generat-

ing programs.  Today, the SAA has also shifted 

its funding strategies and enhanced its focus on 

funding evaluations for its larger Byrne JAG- 

funded community corrections initiatives.  

West Virginia

In West Virginia, NCJA provided TA regard-

ing evidence-based programs to conduct a 

strategic planning session, problem identifica-

tion, and prioritization. The Division of Justice 

and Community Services has since developed 

strategies to address the priority areas and 

measures for evaluating progress which has 

informed the SAA strategic plan.  NCJA training 

and SAA efforts resulted in increased involve-

ment by the SAC in the SAA’s grant making 

and management functions. The SAC is now 

involved in helping to create performance 

measures for sub-grantees and working to 

help make sure the data collection elements 

are in place to support effective performance 

measurement.  

Summary

As a result of this training and technical as-

sistance, SAAs are spending a greater portion 

of their Byrne JAG funds on data collection and 

analysis.  SAAs across the country are devoting 

significant staff resources to reaching out more 

broadly than ever before to their stakeholder 

community for input and development of a 

statewide strategic plan.  The strategic plans 

are becoming more sophisticated in their use 

of data to inform what works to prevent and 

reduce crime.  Also, to an increasing degree, 

SAAs are requiring their sub-grantees to gather 

and conduct more analysis on their prior-

ity crime initiatives. In addition, an emphasis 

is placed on the submission of applications 

for funding for projects that are proven to 

work, are seeking to replicate evidence-based 

practices from other jurisdictions, or that 

will include the analysis of data to measure 

outcomes. 
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