
1. Eligibility criterion that focus on youth with
current substance use or who are at risk of
engaging in substance use.
2. Location of services within trusted entities
that are easily accessible.
3. Primary prevention through evidence-based
programs like CATCH My Breath and Talk They
Hear You.
4. Screening and assessment using evidence-
based tools to identify varying levels of risk and
appropriately match services to address low to
high-risk youth.
5. Collaborative Care Model which focuses on
providing integrated care that is both
evidence-based and accountable.
6. Early Intervention in the form of brief
interventions for youth who score low risk for
substance use and mental health symptoms.
7. Treatment using evidence-based models
that address substance use, mental health
symptoms, trauma and family conflict for
youth with clinical levels of risk.
8. Recovery including recovery groups and
individual recovery coaching from certified
peer recovery coaches.
9. Engagement and integration of caregivers
in which caregivers take part in their own
screening to identify what types of supports
they might benefit from as well.
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The CATALIST program, which stands for
Community-based Assessment and Treatment
for Adolescents & Families to Launch
Interventions for Substances and Trauma,
brings critically needed treatment services for
youth in Northern Shenandoah Valley in
Virginia. CATALIST serves youth aged 12 – 17. The
program is designed to enhance and expand
early intervention, treatment, and recovery
services for underserved and at-risk adolescents
with substance use disorders and/or co-
occurring disorders (SUD/CODs) and their
primary caregivers. CATALIST leverages
community infrastructures and resources to
build a system of care for youth at-risk of
developing or struggling with SUD/CODs.
Services are provided in organizations within
the community to meet the needs of program
participants. Prominent organizations or
programs for identifying, screening, and
referring youth into CATALIST include: 1) the
juvenile justice system, 2) middle and high
schools, and 3) emergency rooms.

CATALIST is comprised of nine core
components representing a synthesis of
evidence-based strategies that can be
operationalized in ways that are feasible and
acceptable to communities.
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Through funding and implementation support provided by the Washington/Baltimore HIDTA,
the CATALIST model began in the fall of 2021 in two communities (Berkeley County, West
Virginia and Winchester County, Virginia). In both communities, key leaders of youth-serving
organizations and systems had growing concerns. They were witnessing that youth in their
community were being raised, in part, by biological parents who were actively struggling with
substance use disorders or youth who had been removed from the care of their biological
parents to live with other family members or within the foster care system. In addition,
community members were seeing an increase in the number of youth struggling with
substance use and related behaviors. CATALIST was created to help address this need.
In the first three years of the program, CATALIST served 340 youth across the two communities.
The average length of treatment was 5 months with those who successfully completed
treatment remaining in services for an average of over 6 months.

CATALIST has had good outcomes including decreases in both substance use and mental
health symptoms, including trauma. From intake to 6 months later, among youth interviewed,
use of nicotine decreased from 80% to 46%, alcohol decreased from 56% to 18%, and use of
marijuana decreased from 87% to 41%. Toxicological screening (urine drug screens) results
further support these self-reported decreases over time. These youth completed an average of
17 tests during treatment. Of the 155 youth who participated in testing, 68% were negative for all
substances tested on their last screen with 43% testing consistently negative for all substances
while an additional 25% initially tested positive but were negative by the end of treatment. For
depression and anxiety, average scores on evidence-based tools that measure clinical levels of
depression and anxiety both showed significant decreases in their overall scores.

It is important to note that 65% of youth reported experiencing some form of trauma at the time
of intake and an additional 25% reported trauma at a later time point. The increase of 25%
reporting trauma at the 3- and 6-month follow up timepoints could be a reflection of new
traumatic incidents or that youth were more forthcoming over time. Similar to depression and
anxiety, average scores of trauma symptoms decreased across all youth. These decreases
become more pronounced when considering youth who reported a history of trauma at intake
and also among those youth who scored in the moderate to very severe symptoms range.
Beyond the numbers, community partners and youth especially are talking about how
CATALIST has made a difference:

“My anxiety levels still sometimes fluctuate, and sometimes I have periods of time where it gets
worse, but I've been taught new ways to handle it and other ways to calm myself down.” ~
CATALIST youth

“I graduated high school, and that's a big step because I know I couldn't have done it if I wasn't
sober.” ~ CATALIST Youth

“A lot of things got brought up in therapy that some of us struggled with that we didn't know
that each other struggled with. Our therapist would give an example of what somebody could
do to make them feel better. It would happen at my house, and it would improve the living
environment.” ~ CATALIST Youth
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Countless accounts from the community highlight the impact of the program and its strong
reputation with patients and community partners. A judge noted that a 15-year-old gave
glowing remarks about their treatment and their therapist in court. Another youth was resistant
to participating in the program after having tried therapy for 7 years, and now stops by just to
say hi. One youth expressed their desire to continue in the program despite it no longer being
required upon completion of probation.

Staff noted that, in contrast to other programs that are very regimented, CATALIST offers tons of
opportunities for youth to connect with each other. Trust is built to help youth talk through
more serious issues, and staff have seen youth bloom who were not interested in treatment at
all when they first entered the program. This buy-in is created through relationships.

Relationship building and the overall environment of the program allows youth to fully benefit
from treatment. The program provides a space where youth feel safe and encouraged. Youth
report that they look forward to their time in the program, often do not want to leave, and that
they feel staff care about them even if they make a mistake. One youth experienced a relapse,
and his parents wanted to pull him from the program. He pushed for staff and his parents to
hold a meeting to convince them to let him stay in the program, expressing that he felt
supported and that he was growing his skillset. “We approach treatment from an individual
perspective where every person is celebrated for their uniqueness. We celebrate milestones,
give them opportunities they don’t normally have, we celebrate the things they are doing right,
and challenge them to do better. The emphasis from beginning to end is on their strengths,”
Nicole Robertson, a CATALIST Peer Recovery Coach, stated.

Funding from the Washington-Baltimore HIDTA got the CATALIST program off the ground to
begin fostering strong relationships with school districts, hospitals, and courts. Currently the
program has MOUs with two school districts (Winchester City and Federick County). The launch
of CATALIST helped the region to expand adolescent treatment, something that is still
expanding within the hospital system. CATALIST is working to sustain the program on their own
and this goal feels more doable given the value its brought to the community.

Staff are excited for the year to come and are about to welcome two new team members who
will be bringing a wealth of knowledge and experience. Planned expansions include expanding
services outside the current geographic region and continuing to create a more robust
continuum of care for youth and adults. CATALIST staff bring immense passion to their work,
with a firm belief that recovery is possible, and that the lives of youth in the program are
changed for the better by having people who care about them.
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