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NIATx: Helping organizations connect, innovate and improve
by Maureen Fitzgerald

well potential increased efficiencies across the over-
all health care sector.”

What is NIATx?
NIATx is a pioneering improvement collaborative

that works with substance abuse and behavioral
health organizations across the country. Dave
Gustafson, professor of Industrial Engineering and
Preventive Medicine and founding director of the
Center for Health Systems Research and Analysis at
the University of Wisconsin-Madison leads the 
collaborative. NIATx was formerly the acronym for
the “Network for the Improvement of Addiction
Treatment.” As a result of its growth and expansion
into fields other than addiction treatment, the 
collaborative is now known simply as NIATx.

What NIATx does
NIATx helps behavioral health providers improve

access to and retention in treatment for all of their
clients, primarily by teaching process improvement
methods to achieve the four NIATx aims:

• Reduce waiting times.
• Reduce no-shows.
• Increase admissions.
• Increase continuation in treatment.
Organizations do not have to be part of a grant

initiative to get involved with NIATx. An increasing
number of organizations — like the city of Philadel-
phia — are funding their own NIATx process improve-
ment collaboratives. The Philadelphia Tools for Change
Project is a custom program that NIATx developed
based on Philadelphia’s unique needs and goals. This
type of NIATx Learning Collaborative offers the specific
tools that a provider — or a group of providers —
needs to transform systems and reach new levels of
excellence in access and engagement. The NIATx
Learning Collaborative, like the NIATx Change Leader
Academy, is one of several offerings that NIATx has
developed in response to increased demand for its
process improvement services, consulting, and train-
ing, and expert coaching.

Connect, innovate, improve
NIATx is working to become the premier resource

for systems and process improvement for behavioral
health services, as part of its overall mission to
improve care delivery and help people live better lives.

Adds Laura Paller, project manager at the Dela-
Continues on next page
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“We have never been so successful in making

changes as we have been with NIATx.”

That’s the word from Lisa Kramer, LCSW, associate
mental health director of Outpatient Services at
COMHAR, a Philadelphia agency serving people of
all ages with developmental disabilities, mental
health concerns, physical limitations and other chal-
lenges. As a participant in Philadelphia’s innovative
Tools for Change Project, COMHAR is applying the
NIATx model of process improvement to its systems.

At the Jim Taliaferro Community Mental Health
Center in Lawton, Okla., Nivian Rozumialski led a
NIATx process improvement project that reduced
waiting time for first appointment from 45 days to
same-day service. “With an increase in census, we
can bill the state for additional case management
and assessments,” she says, noting the project’s
impact on her agency’s bottom line. “Staff morale
has improved and clients are pleased that they
don’t have to wait for services and can see a doctor
much sooner.”

And in Delaware, all of the contracted substance
abuse and mental health treatment agencies under
the jurisdiction of the single state authority convened
in June to attend a NIATx Change Leader Academy.

“What NIATx teaches and promotes in process
improvement is just as important in mental health
as it is in substance abuse treatment,” comments
Jack Kemp, former Single State Authority for the state
of Delaware. “As a COSIG (State Incentive Grant for
Treatment of Persons with Co-Occurring Substance-
Related and Mental Disorders), we were looking for
training that would create a champion for the COSIG
goals in each provider organization. The NIATx Change
Leader Academy did just that and also provided
invaluable networking and team building.”

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration’s (SAMHSA’s) Center for Mental
Health Services (CMHS) recognizes the potential for
NIATx techniques to improve services and systems.
CMHS and NIATx are working in partnership to create
a systemic plan to assist the mental health field and
serve as a tool in the implementation of transfor-
mation objectives.

A. Kathryn Power, director of CMHS states “this
collaboration with NIATx is an example of creativity
and silo-busting … using sound process improvement
practices from other sectors provides an opportunity
for generating comparative data and practices, as
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ware Division of Substance Abuse and Mental Health:
“Mental health providers face the same challenges in
access to and retention in treatment as substance abuse
treatment providers. The NIATx tools and techniques are
equally effective in addressing those problems.”

Significant improvements
Over the last four years, NIATx members have real-

ized significant improvements in all of these areas:
• 34 percent reduction in waiting times
• 33 percent reduction in no-shows
• 21 percent increase in admissions
• 22 percent increase in treatment continuation

NIATx started in 2003 with 13 substance abuse treat-
ment provider organizations. Today, the organization works
with nearly 1,000 payer and provider organizations, in both
substance abuse and mental health treatment, in eight
different initiatives across the country. With funding from
the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, SAMHSA’s Center
for Substance Abuse Treatment (CSAT), and the National
Institute on Drug Abuse, these initiatives are working to
improve the systems of care delivery in single provider
sites as well as across large payer provider systems.

Maureen Fitzgerald is the editor at the NIATx National
Program Office. For more information about NIATx, visit
www.niatx.net.
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