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President Elect Barack Obama

Dear Mister President:

SUITE 201
3900 BROWNING PLACE

RALEIGH, NORTH CAROLINA 27608

TELEPHONE 919/787-7125
FAX 919/781-9952

November 10, 2008

Congratulations! Fresh air for our country!

\\')Q\' <

CHERRY CHEVY,M.D .

RHONDA H. STAHL, M.D.

CYNTHIA HAZEN, Ph.D., L.C.8.W., B.L.D.
CLARENCE BOYD, M.SW., L.C.SW.,

DANAC. FENNELL, M.S.N.,R.N,, C.S.
FRANK D. CASTLEBURY, Ph.D.

SUSAN H. WOODLIEF, OFFICE SUPERVISOR

I'am an M.D. specializing in psychiatry, and organization development. This letter is presumptuous as |
am struck by your wealth of knowledge. In the 1960s and 1970s | was fortunate as Deputy
Commissioner of the North Carolina State Department of Mental Health to have significant delegated
responsibilities. | knew of General Systems Theory as statewide Director of Professional Education and
Training and saw this as an alternative to the piecemeal approach. It is how we put a man on the moon.

Dismayed about continuous requests for more money for fragmented human services which did not
increase, improve or unify services, Governor Robert Scott approved my proposal to launch a “systems
approach” and we chose the area of alcoholism. We averted a multimillion dollar institution. Instead
with fewer dollars we developed a locally based, unified, consumer based, ground up “system”. |
enclose copies of invited, na'tionally published papers which describe this approach.

I know that you wili hit the ground running, make immediate decisions as well as address the long haul.
At least in the area of human services, put in place a systems approach, nationally led and locally
designed, computer model based approach to the development of services. | have supported you since
your initial announcement as candidate for the Democratic nomination and before you had the first N.C.
office. However t do not seek anything for myself.

My warmest wishes and most fervent prayers are with you, your family and our nation.

Sincerely,

%

Nicholas E. Stratas, M.D., D.L.LF.A.P.A.



THIS DOCUMENT WAS PRODUCED BY AN OUTSIDE PARTY AND SUBMITTED
OBAMA-BIDEN TRANSITION PROJECT

TO THE OBAMA-BIDEN TRANSITION PROJECT.

A Systems Approach to Alcoholism Programming

BY HAROLD D, HOLDER. PH.D., AND NICHOLAS E. STRATAS, M.D.

The Regional Alcoholism Systems Project
{RASP) was undertaken as the first step in
developing a. comprehensive aicoholism pro-
gram for a region of North Carolina. One of
the furst such programs to employ a systems
approach, it began in 1969 and afier design
and engineering stages. which the authors
describe in detail, it is now being implement-
ed. Changes in the approach toward dealing
with alcoholism resulting from the RASP
approach are outlined.

HE COMPLEX PHENOMENA called alco-

holism and the many public and private
responses that these phenomena evoke con-
stitute a significant problem both nationally
and within the State of North Carolina. The
experience of North Carolina with this prob-
lem suggests:

o Current programs are estimated to serve
less than five percent of the total population
that uses alcchol as a means of escape.

®.The rate of increase in alcoholisnr ex-
ceeds the rate of population increasc.

® The State of North Carolina spends over
nine million dollars on current programs, but
a high rate of recidivism is experienced-

¢ The cost in lost human effectiveness is
even greater.

A project called the Regional Alcoholism
Systems Project (RASP)(1, 2) was under-
taken as the first step in changing this ““way of
life” by developing a comprehensive alcohol-
ism program for a specific region of Nerth
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Carolina (3). The South Central Region, one
of lour administrative regions of the North
Carolina Department of Mental Healh,
covers 20 counties with a total population of
approxnmately one and a half million. This
region is further divided into ten areas repre-
senting the target populations for existing
community mental heaith centers. The South
Central Region, unlike the other three re-
gions of the state, had no aleoholic rehabili-
lation center or coordinated program for al-
eoholism.

Hisiorically the public response to the al-
coholic or problem drinker or to the collec-
tive problem called “alcoholism™ has been
partial and segmented. It las not included a
planned or purpeseful approach to all facets
of alcoholism. Community, stale, and lederal
agencies have responded primarily to in-
dividuals, which is indicative of what is ex-
perienced most directly—an intoxicated and
often abusive individual who requires imme-
diate attention. To view thissituation through
“‘systems eyes” reveals a cluttered, disjoint-

..ed, overlapping, uncoardinated, and inefTec-

tive set of public and private programs that
are opportunistic and responsive primarily to
an immediatle crisis or community lension.
Lacking is a purposeful and continuing sys-
tem that approaches the problem both al the
micro (individual drinker) and macro
{community) levels, that is able to bring 1o0-
gether current resources and activities effec-
tively, and that is responsive to changes.in the
population served.

To avoid deing “business as usual“ in the
South Central Region, the 1969 North Caro-
lina General Assembly appropriated funds'
for a comprehensive assessment of the prob-
Tem and the implementation of an integrated
approach to alcoholism. The systems ap-
proach was recommended, and Phase I of the
Regional Alccholism Systems Project was .
begun in September 1969. Phase 11 (July I,
1970-June 30, 1971} of RASP involved the
implementation of pilot projects based on

Amer. J. Psychiat. 129:1, July 1972
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nine months of analysis and their ntegraton
into currently existing community alcoholism
programs as well as the design of an evalua-
tion subsystem. Phase II and subsequent
phases are the action portion following study
and design.

Specifically, the objectives of the Regional
Alcoholism Systems Project are:

1. To make. explicit the assumptions and
definitions necessary to.describe the phenom-
ena of alcoholism;

2. To determine an operative. model of al-
coholism as experienced in the South Central
Region;

3. To describe the current system for re-
sponse to individuals with nonacceptable
alcohol-drinking behavior;

4. To design a new system that more
effectively and efficiently returns the in-
dividual to a social role beneficial o both the
individual and the community;

5. To document and to implement this
system design in the South Central Region;

6. To evaluate the new system’s -perfor-
mance in order to identify those components
whose effectiveness or efficiency is less than
satisfactory;

7. To institute a process of system redesign
so that system performance is constantly
adapting to its dynamic environment and in-
creasing demands {or service; and

8. Finally, to describe and evaluate this
project as a basis for recommendations for
other mental health planning activities.

A Self-Adapting Systems Approach

Phase 1 of RASP designed for each com-
munity mental health program an open, self-
adapting system for response to the problem
of alcoholism. Such a system is purposeful
and adaptive not only in setting goals for it-
self but also in assessing both the state of the
communities it serves and the appro-
priateness of its goals to community needs.
System openness to its environment is an es-
sential aspect of its purposefuiness and exis-
tence. [t uses feedback information to assess
the impact of its action on the communities it
serves and to ideniify new or unmet needs.
Such information is utilized when necessary
to alter future system-behavior.

At least three essential ingredients are built
in. The first is goal direction. Goals for alco-
holism programs must be operational if

Amer. J. Psychiat. 129:1, July 1972

evaluaion Of goal acmevement 1s Lo ouccur,
and must have quantitative indicators or in-
dices of more general, qualitative goals. For
example, it is one thing to say: “Our goalis to
prevent alcoholism™; it is quite another to
say: “Our goal is to reduce the incidence of
public intoxication in one year by 25 per-
cent.” Goals are not the methods (program
activities) devised 10 achieve these goals.

A simplistic comparison between this
open, goal-directed system and a closed,
goal-oriented system (which describes most
of the current programs for alcoholism) is
between the technologically sophisticated
heat-seeking missile and the torpedo. The
former is constructed to collect and process
ipformation—in this case signals of heat in-
tensity—in order to continuously change its
flight course in seeking its target, a maneu-
vering jet aircraft; the latter, once launched,
cannot change its course no matter what
changes occur in the target.

A second essential ingredient is feedback,
which represents information about a sys-
tem’s behavior as a guide for future behavior.
The third essential-ingredient is the system’s
ability to change or adapt. Goals and feed-
back are meaningless if there is no potential
in the system for change. Change may be di-
rected at any combination of the methods for
achieving goals, the goals themselves, and the
feedback capabilities.

These essential ingredients can be incor-
poraied in a viable sysiem such as a mental
health organization.' Through a continuous
process. of feedback, evaluation of goals and
activities, and modification of system behav-
ior, emphasis is placed on serving the popu-
lation rather than on activities or programs
that might be initiated. This process enables
the system to maintain constant environ-
mental interaction and thus to change as the
environment changes.

The open, systems approach is based on
general sysiems theory, which eémphasizes the
integration, complex interaction, and dy-
namics of many elements as opposed to seg-
mental approaches that analyze relationships
between few elements {4-8). The use of sys-
tems theory in psychiatry and mental health
has been described by a number of authors
(9-14).

' A flow chart representing this is available from the
authors upon request.
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ALl oper  systems approach requires
openness to human needs. A unique potential
is the ability to respond and adapt to in-
dividuals, rather than provide standard
treatment, and to a community in terms of its
configuration and social distribution. The
systems approach is nor equivalent 10 the
tools that are used, for computers are not
unique to a systems approach.

Mental heaith professionals using this ap-
proach are able to make more public for
themselves and others (including their pa-
tients) the definitions, goals, and assumptions
being used. Using feedback, program eval-
uation and review can be carried out at the
individual, group, organizational, and com-
munity levels. By viewing mental health
programs as systems participating in larger
systems, emphasis can be placed on adapta-
tion and purposefulness. Individuals and
communities have more opportunity to partic-
ipate in and direct mental health programs,
which in turn affect their lives.

Steps of a Systems Approach

Activities necessary to move an existing
social system or arrangement such as an al-
coholism program toward a purposeful, self-
managed system can be clustered as: ) sys-
tem mapping—an empirical determination of
the current operating nature of the system; 2)
system design—the determination of the ar-
rangements that are desired; and 3) systems
engineering—implementation of new ar-
rangements and augmentation of existing ar-
rangements.

Within the activity of system mapping,
four steps are necessary. In boundary iden-
tification an apalysis of legal and activity
boundaries, both existing and potential, is
made 1o establish the working limits of pri-
mary concern to the program as expressed by
the program and its linkages with other social
groupings. Given a working boundary defini-
tion, the existing elements or units ‘circum-
scribed by the boundary must be defined in
element identification. Any element that has
been identified as a subsystem receives inputs
from and distributes outputs to other subsys-
tems through input-output subsystem analy-
sis. System identification describes the ways
in which each subsystem is linked to the other
subsystems, which produces a working model
of the existing human-serving system—in this
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case the problem-drinker system.

System design involves three steps: goal
statements of what a system intends to do or
have happen; decision rules, which identify
the amount of acceptable variation away
from selected goals, so that if the system fails
to converge toward its goals, adjustment is
necessary; and development and selection of
alternatives, which includes the investigation
of costs and anticipated benefits as a basis for
program selection within existing constraints
such as money, community support, etc.

Systems engineering involves the final
three steps: implementation of system
changes, through which modification of any
existing system based on the program alter-
natives selected is undertaken; assessment of
system output (evaluation or feedback),
through which, as program alternatives are
set in motion, the system’s accomplishments
and results are examined over time; and test
and adjustment of pilot effort, through which,
after initial readings on accomplishment, the
pilot work can be reexamined and appro-
priately modified, which is basic Lo a systems
approach.

Application to RASP

RASP has designed and tmplemented a
regional alcoholism system that has: 1) a set
of clearly defined goals, 2) an information
system with follow-up to assess the changes in
problem-drinking behavior in the region and
detect new community needs, and 3) an or-
ganizational structure that encourages adapt-
ability and modification in programs and
uses such management tools as computer
simulation in planning and evaluating pro-
grams,

System Mapping

Definitions. Working definitions include:
“problem drinker”—anyone whose behavior
is disruptive to those around him due to the
use of alcohol; *‘alcoholic”—anyone who
uses alcohol regularly and/or addictively as a
part of his life-style, usually in a chronic
{continuous) manner, and who is so {abeled
by a sanctioned institution or role (a subset of
the above).

As the definitions imply, in order to un-
derstand a problem drinker, both the in-
dividual’s behavior and the set of social re-
sponses to ihal behavior must be examined.

Amer. J. Psychiat. 129:1, July 1972
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A descriptive flow chart of a system to
produce alcoholics. The flow chart of a sys-
tem to produce alcoholics, which illustrates
the phases of disability, disruption, and public
reaction through which an individual and his
family may move over time, was developed.
The summarized model contains three
basic phases: Phase [-—socially acceptabie
drinking; Phase II—dependence drinking
(both acute and chronic); Phase [il—public
crisis and /or alceholic labeling.

Phase 1 begins with the current drinking
level of an individual, whether he is abstain-
ing or using alcohol in any amount, and con-
tinues to a public crisis and his labeling as a
problem drinker or alcoholic (Phase [11). The
key to movement from Phase I into I is the
reason for the use of alecohol rather than
simply the amount consumed. However, if
alcohol use is motivated by a desire to avoid
stress or escape a problem, the drinker passes
into Phase II. [n Phase 111 identification and
labeling by a sanctioned institution or role,
such as a hospital or physician, takes place.
Legal intervention by law enforcement au-
thorities, medical iniervention by a physician
or hospital, counseling or therapy, or any
combination of these, may occur, especially if
the individual is intoxicated when he moves
into this phase.?

Estimation of current drinking practices—
Phases I and I1. In order to obtain an indica-
tion of how many individuals were in Phases |
and [I, an estimate was made of various
drinking practices in the South Central Re-
gion. These estimates were based upon na-
tional findings and assume that the basic
characteristics of this arca and the sample
area are sufficiently similar to justify use of
these methods. Three categories of drinking
were estimated:

o Drinkers: those who drink any alcoholic
beverage in any amount (infrequent, light,
moderate, or heavy).

® Heavy drinkers: those who drink nearly
every day with five or more drinks at a sitting
at least once in a while, or at least weekly with
usually five or more drinks on most occasions
(a subset of the above).

® Heavy escape drinkers: heavy drinkers
who drink to escape problems of living (a sub-
set of drinkers, but distinct from heavy drink-
ers alone).

A flow chart titled “AModel of a System to Produce
Alcoholics™ is available from the authors upon request.

Amer, J. Psychiat. 129:1, July 1972

TABLE 1
in 20 North Carolina Counties:
The South Central Region {in Thousands)

CATEGORY 1969 1978
Number of drinkars
Men 793 328
Women 237 264
Total 530 593
Heavy drinkers
Men B2 92
Women 19 21
Total 10 113
Heavy escape drinkers
Men 38 43
Women 12 13
Total 50 56

» Results of these estimates are contained
in table ).

A descriptive model of the public-private
response system—Phase I11.* There are sev-
eral responses once an individual has entered
Phase IIL. The legal response, which is well
defined, generally results in either commit-
ment to treatment within the corrections sys-
tem or release on the condition that treat-
ment is being undertaken.

The other responses, which are not so well
defined, can be grouped under the heading of
“nonlegal, social.” These responses include
those which are met within the family setting,
within various social agencies, such as mental
health or social service departments, and
within other social settings, such as work and
church.

System Design

Development of regional goals. A set of
regional goals for the project was developed
by the area alcoholism coordinators working
in conjunction with their community pro-
gram directors and the executive managers of
the South Central Region. These goals, quali-
tative and generalized, were intended to pro-
vide a general direction for edch area within
which a unique alcoholism program can be
developed based on specific, quantitative
goals. ;
Development of computer models. To
provide an operational tool for planning al-
coholism programs based on specific goals,

‘A dscrieﬁve model- of the various paths an in-
dividual drinker might experience during this latter phase
of his drinking behavior is available from the authors
upon request. Estimates of the number of individuals
that pass through each scgmeat of this model have been
developed and incorporated in a computer model.
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two computer-based models were devel-
oped (15). These models are being used in al-
coholism planaing to simulate (act out arti-
ficially) the consequences of various program
interventions. By making changes in the
model during computer simulation, one can
deduce how such changes will affect the per-
formance of the systern without making
costly and risky trial changes in the actual
system. One of the models developed for
Project RASP is a comprehensive model of
the “Public-Privaie System for Handling
Problem Drinkers,” which encompasses a
broad range of the complex phenomena an
alcoholic may experience.

The model simulates the moveément of
numbers of problem drinkers, each identified
as one of three types according to social
position, through a community network of
services and handling points including the
mental health system. Costs for services both
to institutions and individuals, rates of flow,
and lengihs of stay in (for example) hospitals
and jails are summarized for simulated years.
Average simulations cover five years.

The purpose of this model is to explore the
cost and consequences of a variety of com-
munity service/handling arrangements. Spe-
cial programs designed to increase court re-
ferral to treatment or to change the responses
of law enforcement to public intoxicants have
been tested via simulation. Through such test-
ing, Lhe associated or ripple effects of pro-
grams can be documented.

The second model is an abbreviated repre-
sentation of the mental health treatment sys-
tem alone. More aggregative, this model’s
primary atility is to mental health decision
makers in a rapid assessment of costs and
benefits of various alternative treatment com-
binations.

This model is accessible through a com-
puter terminal and is “conversational” in
that the model asks an alcoholism coordina-
tor what changes are to be simulated. The
results of these changes are printed out on the
terminal in easily read tabular form after a
§h0rt wait. Both models are currenily active
in the North Carolina Triangle University
Computer Complex.

Design and redesign of alcoholism pro-
grams. Each geographical area was viewed as
unique in available fiscal resources, the life-
style of the population, the extent of the
problem-drinking population, and the dis-
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tance from the regional hospitai. Conse-
quently, detailed planning and design were
carried oul for each including the identifica-
tion of the target populations or problems
toward which resources were Lo be directed,
the development of specific goals of desired
change, the identification of alternative
courses of action, and simulation of each al-
lernative via the computer models to ascer-
tain future costs and effectiveness over the
next five years.

Examples of area programs designed are:

o A traveling team of alcoholism profes-
sionals to make home visits to problem
drinkers in a rural county.

e A program of “sustainers” or paid
support persons (usually reformed alco-
holics) to aid problem drinkers with personal
stress situations and to augment regular clin-
ical programs.

® A traveling team of mental health con-
sultants to provide little direct treatment or
services but rather to develop, encourage, and
link existing communily resources for prob-
lem drinkers.

Observations and recommendations for the
overall regional system that would involve
courts, law enforcement, the judicial and
correctional systems, the social service sys-
tem, and the mental health system were also
designed.

Examples of overall system recommenda-
tions are:

® Creation of a unified system for public
(also private, if possible) agencies and pro-
grams to produce a more effective referral
mechanism, integrate and better utiiize pri-
vate resources, and respond to individual sit-
vations of problem drinkers.

e Development of a less punitive response
to chronic drinkers and alcohol offenders.

¢ Promotion of community-based medi-
cal detoxification units with lower costs and
increased potential for rehabilitation.

® Assistance to individuals and families
before crises occur around drinking and pro-
vision for earlier detection of a problem prior
to a downward spiral. ’

o Direct intervention in high-stress, prob-
lem-producing situations in communities that
lead to or encourage problem drinking.

Systems Engineering

As previously described, Phase 11 involved
the implementation of a series of pilot pro-

Amer. J. Psychiat. 129:1, July 1972
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grams and the development of an evaluation
subsystem. Evaluation is concerned with the
ameunt of disruption or disturbance involv-
ing alcohalic patients of mental health pro-
grams in each community and is therefore
focusing on problem drinking as a failure to
maintain an acceptable role performance in
a community. With a systems perspective,
evaluation is not concerned with determining
the exact “treatment” effect on a client
population (a determination that is both dif-
ficult and unnecessary, given the lack of a
controiled experimental environment) but
rather with providing program management
data to assist alcoholism coordinators to de-
termine needed changes.

Five areas of client role performance,
sampled quarterly for all area programs, are
personalt drinking behavior (frequency and
duration); family disruptions; employment
and job performance; physical heaith; and
public crisis involving sach events as arrest,
hospitafization fer detoxification, etc. Results
based on four sample periods covering the
fiscal year [970-1971 indicate improvements
in all five areas of role performanece for the
region as a whole (16). In addition, a patient
tracking scheme has been developed that de-
termines the type, amount, and cost of
services 1o clients; this will be linked to a cost
accounting system currently being designed.
The third year of RASP, which began on July
i, 1971, is reflecting the evaluation of pilat
programs and appropriate adjustment is
being made. Computer simulation of the
modification is being conducted.

€Coneclusions

While program results in terms of patient
changes can be described quantitatively, at
least three significant qualitative changes are
evident as a result of RASP. First, there is
increased program emphasis on earlier in-
tervention in the problem drinking spiral
(Phases I and II); second, more comprehen-
sive and detailed community planning for
alcoholism are employed, using the pro-
cedures and data provided by RASP; and

Amer. J. Psychiat. 129:1, July 1972

third, there is less dependence on one-to-one
treatment by mental health professionals and
more emphasis on working with commumity
institutions such as courts, schools, industry,
and the church.
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