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Opinion

There is ample research about the stigma that is associated
with substance use disorders [1]. It is far reaching and impacts
many aspects of a person’s experience not only with their interest
in seeking treatment, but also in the quality of treatment they are
provided. Because of the stigmatization of the substance user,
many, if not all, of their behaviors are attributed to the person, and
underlying comorbid issues are not considered as a potential cause
of factor that is maintaining substance use behaviors [2].

What we do know is that people with substance use disorders
are rarely struggling with just substances in the absence of other
disorders. There is research that up to 50% [JK- check this statistic]
of all people with a substance use disorders also qualify for post
traumatic stress disorder. This is also true for other mental health
problems such as bipolar disorder and schizophrenia [3]. And
yet, even with this information, the separation of healthcare and
addiction treatment services means that we are not treating these
symptoms together [4]. This means that despite knowledge that
substance use disorders and other co-occurring mental health
issues are highly intertwined, they are not being treated together,
and are often being overlooked in one setting or the other.

One area where this happens regularly is the overlap of
substance use disorders with neurodevelopmental delays, such as
ADHD and autism, even though the evidence that they are highly
connected is robust. In one study, 23.1% of clients who qualified
for a substance use disorder also met criteria for comorbid ADHD
diagnosis [5]. In another 30% of treatment seeking adults with
autism had comorbid substance abuse. There is little research on
substance abuse and traditional learning disorders, which only
highlights the need for more integrated understanding of the

impact that learning differences have on substance use.
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Clinicians can be too quick to assume thata client’s forgetfulness
or their lack of organization or their lack of motivation is due to their
substance use, and ignore the significant data that shows the role
that these neurodevelopmental delays have on the decision making
process. Obviously not all treatment seeking individuals need a full
blown neuropsychological evaluation. However, we believe that
it is very important for clinicians to look at neuropsychological
sequalae of neurodevelopmental delays as they begin their initial

assessment of their clients.

They should also keep this in mind as they continue treatment.
When a client continues to miss deadlines, demonstrate poor
planning, and impulsive behaviors (like impulsive substance use)
continue to crop up, clinicians should look into neuropsychological
assessment for their clients much more regularly than they do. This
will not only provide clients with a higher level of treatment, but it
will help clinicians have a better understanding of how their clients
are making behavioral choices. This may even reduce therapist
burnout, as client behavior may make more sense and the clinician
can build more empathy for their client.

Finally, there are clear cognitive deficits that come with long
term substance abuse and if the clinician is aware of the individual
profiles of each of their patients, it may affect their treatment
planning positively. Neuropsychological assessment can also
help the clinician ascertain if the treatment seeking individual is
utilizing their substance abuse to self medicate an issue that can
be remediated by skills or appropriate medication management. It
is our opinion that neuropsychological evaluation should be used
much more frequently with this particular population.
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