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Substance Abuse and Mental Health Treatment Considerations

If you suspect that your child is engaging in substance use or abuse the following established research supported considerations are important in choosing a therapist/provider:

1.  It is optimum that the provider of the evaluation or treatment service be a specialist in substance abuse. One way to verify this specialty is by licensure (LCDP, LCDS, NADAC or ASAM physician). If your specific provider does not have one of these credentials, be sure to inquire about their substance abuse training. This is particularly important in children and adolescents. The symptoms of substance abuse or chemical dependency can be easily confused with similar symptoms of other mental health conditions. For example, depressed adults often exhibit lethargy, lack of motivation and sadness, yet depressed adolescents can exhibit anger and impulsive behavior, behavior often associated with substance abuse. It is critical that the therapist or provider you select be fluent in these diagnoses in order to differentiate between the two and prescribe the most effective treatment.

2. When possible, select a provider with expertise in both mental health and substance abuse.

3.  It is also critical to select a provider who uses toxicology as an ongoing diagnostic tool. Toxicology can be the testing of saliva or urine specimens for substances. Sometimes adolescents may not even know what they have taken. When choosing a toxicology service keep these 2 things in mind: 1) frequency of testing is critical and 2) a policy of observation (a person watching someone void) assures more accurate results.

4. Your therapist should offer family treatment as an ongoing component of care.

If you want to read more about these topics here are some sources:

     http://www.adolescent-substance-abuse.com
     www.nami.org/Content/ContentGroups/Helpline1/Dual_Diagnosis_in_Adolescence.htm 
     http://www.drug-rehabs.com/adolescent-substance-abuse.htm

How do you know when to seek a mental health counselor or a substance abuse counselor?

One item to consider is that research studies show that a family history of substance abuse will make your child more vulnerable to substance abuse.

It is also important to look at the history of a child’s behaviors. If the child was depressed or anxious before displaying these new behaviors, the substance abuse might only be to self medicate mental health symptoms. Research shows that adolescents seeking help with chemical dependency problems have higher rates of mental health problems, including depression, anxiety and eating disorders (Chemical Dependency and Psychiatric Services for Adolescents in Private Managed Care: Implications for Outcomes)  There is an association of suicidal behavior and depression among adolescents who abuse substances. These might cease if the substance abuse is addressed.
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