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Family N.E.T. (Family Nurturing, Education, and Treatment) was designed to address the gap in therapeutic needs of children and families created by mental health reform, especially the needs of those involved with child welfare, juvenile court, and families with limited incomes. It was also an effort to retain the expertise of mental health professionals in the region and to launch wider school and community-based initiatives.  The Family N.E.T. unit increased comprehensive services to high-need families, provided same-day emergency services for children and youth, and expanded “wraparound” services to schools, juvenile court and residential group homes in the community. 

The vision of Family N.E.T. was born as a reaction to reforms in state mental health policy.  Early in 2003, North Carolina Mental Health Reform legislation required the Area Mental Health Program to divest itself of service delivery and establish an alternative service delivery system by July 2004.  One of the immediate impacts of this reform legislation was the loss and/or fragmentation of mental health services for over 200 children in foster care in Catawba County.  Another dramatic impact was the potential loss of numerous mental health professionals and licensed clinical social workers working in prevention initiatives in Catawba County.  


Bobby Boyd, Director of Catawba County Social Services, teamed up with John Hardy, Director of Mental Health, to steer the development of Family N.E.T.  They met shortly after the legislation passed to discuss and reinforce their resolve to continue to serve children and families with high level needs, and to retain experienced professionals to do so.  They realized that here was an unprecedented opportunity to blend talents and expertise by combining traditional mental health services with selected child welfare and prevention programs.  They began exploring their joint capacity to serve the Medicaid population, preserve the high quality of their professional therapeutic services, expand the strong continuum of services in the county, and address other emerging needs in our community.  

In May 2003, the Social Services Board authorized Director Bobby Boyd to proceed with a feasibility study of Family N.E.T. – a new unit that would consolidate the therapeutic services currently provided to children and youth by both agencies.  With the endorsement of the Social Services Board, they convened a Design Team at this time.  The Design Team, comprised of 10 staff from Social Services and Mental Health, met monthly to operationalize the vision of Family N.E.T.  The Design Team determined the working model, rewrote policies, developed marketing materials, and assisted in cross-training staff.  


Family N.E.T. launched in July 2004 as a unit of Social Services, which consolidated and redesigned a range of therapeutic services for children and families in Catawba County.  It would also help address gaps around substance abuse, victims of abuse, intensive family preservation, comprehensive teen needs, and post-adoption services.  Family N.E.T.’s ability to “go live” helped our community avoid a major break in therapeutic services, which many other communities have experienced after mental health reform.  Approximately 60 employees from Mental Health and Social Services were directly involved in the integration of services, effectively retaining all the positions with Catawba County.  


Family N.E.T. now has a proven track record and expanded services that include the Adolescent and Children in Treatment day program, Early Childhood Support Team, School Social Work, Post Adoption Services, Outpatient Therapy, services for court-involved youth, The Adolescent Sex Offender Program, family case management, and women’s support services


Family N.E.T. symbolizes innovation, quality and customer service.  Through aggressive marketing and outreach, Family N.E.T. was serving 20% more Medicaid-eligible children by 2007 than the former Children’s Services unit at Mental Health (in 2003-04).  Family N.E.T. continues to blend funding streams, to build staff capacity, and to heighten responsiveness to the community’s needs.  The staff has grown to over 85, including both professionals and paraprofessionals.



Currently, approximately 60% of Catawba County’s children in foster care receive mental health services through Family N.E.T. If Social Services had been forced to negotiate multiple contracts with numerous providers to obtain these services, the costs and fragmentation would have been substantial.  On July 1, 2004, we were able to transfer all mental health records for children in foster care to Family N.E.T. and reauthorize treatment so that no child in foster care had a break in care provision. Private providers who accept Medicaid frequently request payment for all non-Medicaid-billable services (i.e. treatment teams and court testimony), which costs approximately $1000 per foster child annually.  Although Family N.E.T. staff still must be paid to provide those services, we are able to expedite the services, provide them at a lower cost and minimize travel time; this results in a net savings of approximately $55,000 annually, with improved services to the children.  The private providers also must have contracts negotiated, which is an administrative cost to the county—which Social Service and the County finance—approximately $200 in staff time per contract. If we were to negotiate an additional 20 contracts, which is conservative, this would have resulted in a $4000 cost.


Family N.E.T. has allowed Catawba County to preserve and advance many services in our area. Under statewide mental health reform, Catawba County’s Adolescent and Children Treatment (ACT) day program, which serves 30+ exceptional children each year, may have been at risk of dissolution.  ACT day treatment requires psychiatric and psychological oversight in order to bill Medicaid for day treatment, which are costly for any free-standing program to sustain.  Under Family N.E.T.’s umbrella, the ACT program has been able to maintain quality Medicaid-billable services, and has actually expanded to provide 5 weeks of summer programming for children this year.

Psychiatric services for children are very limited in our area of the state. In fact, Family N.E.T. provides psychiatric services to several private agencies at this time, on contract. Family N.E.T.’s client volume allows us to assure psychiatric coverage for Family N.E.T .as well as other agencies at this time at a reasonable cost.


In recent years, many clinical social workers have left public child welfare to pursue careers in private practice. Family N.E.T. has expanded Social Services’ ability to retain highly qualified clinical social workers, to attract psychology and social work interns, and to assure clinical expertise throughout child welfare programs.  Lower turn-over has resulted in an estimated cost savings of $35,000 annually for Catawba County.  We have also been able to attract other trained professionals to this area because of the clinical expertise and resources available at Family N.E.T.


Several of Family N.E.T.’s therapists and social workers are school-based, which is extremely important in a rural community. The co-location of mental health and social work services provides early intervention with children and youth to avoid destructive behaviors, underachievement in academics, disruption in the classroom, unnecessary absence from school, and time away from work for parents.

Family N.E.T.’s ability to provide same-day emergency walk-in appointments for children and women in crisis has provided faster response and support to school personnel and families.


Family N.E.T. expanded Social Services’ opportunity to bill Medicaid for intensive family preservation, school social work, and post-adoption services.  Although it took some start-up time to insure all licensed social workers were credentialed to bill, in the first year, we generated approximately $40,000 in Medicaid and third-party funding in the last year. Through outreach and unified work plans, the units have also been able to assure that youth who qualify for CTSP funding for mental health services receive those funds, without those children entering the custody of Social Services.  


North Carolina has very few examples of integrated public mental health and social services models at the local level, especially as expansive as Family N.E.T. Wake County has an integrated public health, mental health, and social services agency, but no other public social service agency in the state serves as the umbrella for a comprehensive service such as Family N.E.T.  Bobby Boyd, the Director of Catawba County Social Services, faced a huge challenge as he worked with John Hardy, the director of mental health, to blend two organizational cultures, to blend financing, to respond to staff needs, and to meet citizen demands within such a short time frame.  He is to be commended for his vision and leadership during this exciting time, as well as his commitment to the sustained success of Family N.E.T. since its inception.


Family N.E.T. continues to grow, providing a mental health safety net for our local families, and having a positive impact in our community.  They continue to add new staff and programs as needed, and they are currently preparing for CARF certification.  The commitment to quality services remains at the forefront of their efforts, and we look forward to experiencing the benefits of this innovative system in Catawba County.
