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Treatment of Substance- 
Related Disorders
Addictive drugs create brain changes that affect one’s ability to 
accurately see the way in which one is addicted. The person with an 
addiction will often deny that an addiction is present. Thus, those 
with addiction are slow to seek help until they experience the nega-
tive consequences of their situation. The changes that take place 
in the brain from taking psychoactive drugs on a prolonged basis 
also create an increased need for additional amounts of the drug to 
obtain the same effect. Further, physiological states of need such as 
feeling hungry are able to interfere with cognitive and emotional 
processes such that we tend to pay more attention to these need 
states. Likewise, drugs with their rewarding effects and withdrawal 
experiences make it difficult for an individual to reverse a drug 
addiction without help.

Treating addiction is a difficult process. Many individuals who engage in some type of 
substance abuse do not want to seek treatment. As noted, many have other comorbid men-
tal disorders. This raises the question of what type of treatment is needed. Overall, there are 
two broad categories of treatment. The first is psychosocial approaches including cogni-
tive behavioral therapy (CBT), motivational interviewing, and family or couple approaches. 
Motivational interviewing is a technique that seeks to use the client’s own motivations to 
produce change. There are also community support and relapse prevention groups such as 
Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) that play a role. The second treatment approach involves using 
psychopharmacological agents. These agents can be directed at problems of withdrawal, 
relapse prevention, or comorbid mental disorders. Given the large number of approaches used 
in the clinical setting, systematic evaluation of these treatments has been limited.

The first step in treating addiction is to help the individual remove the drug from his or her 
system. For some, this requires a stay in a hospital or rehabilitation center during the initial 
phases of withdrawal and the cravings that often follow. This is usually followed by some type 
of psychosocial treatment to help the person understand other factors related to the addiction 
and develop a plan for future action. One important goal is to help individuals gain the feeling 
of control over their substance use. For some, this may mean no further use of the substance. 
For others, this may result in using alcohol, for example, in a limited manner. In this section, 
some of the more effective means of treatment will be presented including both psychosocial 
and psychopharmacological approaches and the way in which they should be used.

Principles of Effective Treatment
In 2012, the National Institute on Drug Abuse, of the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, examined the complex question of how to treat drug addiction (www.drugabuse.gov/
PODAT/). In their summary publication, Principles of Drug Addiction Treatment: A Research-
Based Guide (Third Edition), 13 principles are suggested. These principles are as follows:

1. Addiction is a complex but treatable disease that affects brain function and behavior.
Drugs of abuse alter the brain’s structure and function, resulting in changes that
persist long after drug use has ceased. This may explain why drug abusers are at risk
for relapse even after long periods of abstinence and despite the potentially devas-
tating consequences.

2. No single treatment is appropriate for everyone. Treatment varies depending on the
type of drug and the characteristics of the patients. Matching treatment settings,

Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) sobriety coins. Support and 
prevention groups such as AA play a role in treating addiction.
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