National Mental Health Association

Policy Analysis / Technical Assistance

Needs Assessment

Target audiences:

For the National Mental Health Association (NMHA), the primary audience for policy analysis tools and documents is our field of over 340 Mental Health Association (MHA) affiliates across the country. In particular, the technical assistance needs of the 40 state-level MHAs are most pertinent to this project, given their focus on state-level policy and the development of community-based systems of care for adults and children with mental health and substance abuse disorders, as well as co-occurring disorders. 

NMHA also provides training and resource materials and responds to requests for assistance from a wide array of stakeholders including: consumers and consumer supporter organizations, families and other mental health advocacy organizations, mental health professionals and service providers, policy makers, and public and private agencies. Finally, through NMHA’s strategic partnership with the National Association of Mental Health Planning and Advisory Councils (NAMHPAC), NMHA has been able to assess the policy analysis and technical assistance needs of this constituency as well. 

Requests received by the NMHA Advocacy TA Center:

NMHA’s primary method for tracking the policy analysis needs of its constituencies is through the requests for assistance that come into the Health Care Reform Advocacy Resource Center. The Advocacy Resource Center responds to thousands of requests for technical assistance each year, on a wide range of mental health policy issues. The Center fields requests from a number of constituencies, including consumers, families, advocates, providers, state legislators, public agencies, managed care organizations, and the media. Among the policy topics most frequently addressed by the Center during the past year were:

· Mental health and substance abuse parity (129 inquiries)

· Improving access to medications (63 inquiries)

· State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP) (59)

· Quality assurance (38)

· Consumer protections (31)

· Ombudsman programs (28)

· Mental health funding and expenditures (25)

· Co-occurring disorders / integrated services (25)

· Involuntary outpatient commitment (21)

· Mental health needs of older Americans (16)

· Seclusion and restraint (16)

· Consumer advocacy and consumer-run services (15)

Survey of state MHA Executive Directors:

During the summer, NMHA conducted a telephone survey of the state MHAs to determine their key advocacy priorities for the 2001 legislative session. The survey revealed that state MHAs plan to address a broad range of issues, based on the unique circumstances in their states, as well as their areas of expertise. Top policy priorities reported in the survey include:

· Increasing appropriations for the mental health system

· Managed care planning and contracting

· Olmstead planning

· Improving access to medications

· Involuntary outpatient commitment 

· Developing systems of care for children and families

· Justice systems advocacy

· Employment

· Co-occurring disorders / integrated services

· Mental health and substance abuse parity

Discussions with state and local MHAs:

Throughout the year, NMHA staff work closely with both state and local affiliates across the country to implement a wide range of activities, ranging from public education campaigns focused on children’s mental health, to policy forums on the juvenile justice system, to consensus building around the replication of model programs. Staff within each of the NMHA program areas concerned with mental health and/or substance abuse services (including adult mental health services, children’s mental health services and prevention, substance abuse services, and justice systems) have identified a number of technical assistance needs among the MHAs with whom they are working. Specific policy analysis and technical assistance needs relevant to this project include:

· Increasing access to community-based services for adults with serious mental illnesses. MHAs and their coalition partners are working in states and communities to replicate state-of-the-art models of community-based services for adults with serious mental illness—particularly consumer-run services. Challenges faced in this area include increasing overall service capacity, ensuring consumer involvement in all aspects of program planning and implementation, developing employment and housing options for consumers, expanding traditional funding sources, and increasing cultural competency. 

· Increasing collaboration between the justice and mental health systems. Large numbers of adults and children who have mental health and/or substance abuse treatment needs are housed in the nation’s prisons, jails, and juvenile correctional facilities. For a number of reasons—including more punitive justice system sanctions, an inadequate array of community-based services, and poor collaboration between justice and mental health systems—advocacy related to the criminal and juvenile justice systems has become a priority for many state and local MHAs. Technical assistance needs in this area include identifying effective diversion models, developing integrated financing of services, engaging consumers and other key stakeholders in planning processes, and addressing the unnecessary termination of public benefits for consumers who enter jail or juvenile detention.

· Developing community-based systems of care for children and families. MHAs across the country are working with their coalitions to decrease the fragmentation of the current children’s service system and develop integrated systems of care for all children, including those with and at-risk for serious emotional disturbance (SED). Policy challenges in this area include identifying models of interagency collaboration, developing integrated financing of services, ensuring the involvement of family members in all aspects of service planning and implementation, preventing custody relinquishment in order to obtain needed services, and increasing cultural competency.

· Increasing collaboration between the mental health and substance abuse service systems. NMHA has recently expanded its mission to include advocacy on behalf of people with substance use disorders as well as co-occurring mental health and substance abuse treatment needs. A primary goal for an increasing number of state and local MHAs is to expand access to integrated treatment for consumers with co-occurring disorders. Technical assistance needs in this area include identifying appropriate funding strategies, identifying models of integrated treatment which are culturally competent and actively involve consumers and families in decision making, and addressing the large numbers of consumers with co-occurring disorders who are involved with the criminal justice system or who are homeless.

NAMHPAC policy priorities:

Many of the policy priorities identified by MHA affiliates overlap with the priorities identified by the NAMHPAC Public Policy Committee. During the next year, NAMHPAC will work with the planning councils on a number of issues including the following:

· Employment

· Co-occurring disorders

· Justice system advocacy 

· Developing systems of care for children and families

Summary of needs assessment:

Among NMHA’s constituent groups, there are a wide range of needs and priority areas for technical assistance and policy analysis. Most of the areas reviewed above are consistent with the issues and challenges described in the Task Order proposal. 

NMHA has identified a list of priority areas for activity under this Task Order, based on the following the criteria:

1. Directly relevant to the objectives of the project, including strengthening the public mental health system

2. Identified through a number of channels as common interests across multiple constituent groups

3. Consistent with NMHA’s areas of expertise in policy analysis and technical assistance

These priority areas include:

· Increasing access to community-based and consumer-run services  

· Developing integrated systems of care for children and families

· Co-occurring disorders / integrated services  

· Collaboration between justice systems and mental health

· Consumer protections and right to treatment 

· Public sector financing

· Olmstead planning

· Employment
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