
 

iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii
iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii

iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii
iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii

Current Trends: What’s Happening Now?

Mental Health & Abuse
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Find more resources on our website: 

rememberingADAM.org 

According to the 2019 National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH), 9.2 million adults over the age of 
18 had co-occurring disorders. This is an increase from 8.5 million in 2018.  
Many people diagnosed with a substance use disorder also suffer from mental health or behavioral 
disorder. This is called a dual diagnosis or co-occuring disorder. In co-occurring disorders, both the mental 
health issue and the drug or alcohol addiction have their own unique symptoms that may get in the way of 
your ability to function at work or school, maintain a stable home life, handle life’s difficulties, and relate 
to others.  
To make the situation more complicated, the co-occurring disorders also affect each other. When a 
mental health problem goes untreated, the substance abuse problem usually gets worse. And when alcohol 
or drug abuse increases, mental health problems usually increase also. Co-occurring substance abuse 
problems and mental health issues are more common than many people realize. According to reports 
published in the Journal of the American Medical Association: 

50% 37% 29%
Roughly 50% of individuals with 

severe mental disorders are affected 
by substance abuse.  

of alcohol abusers and 53 percent 
of drug abusers also have at least 

one serious mental illness.  

Of all people diagnosed as 
mentally ill, 29% abuse either 

alcohol or drugs.  

Alcohol and drugs are often used to hide the symptoms of mental health problems. People often 
abuse alcohol or drugs to ease the symptoms of a mental disorder, to cope with difficult emotions, or 
to temporarily change their mood. Unfortunately, abusing substances often worsens the symptoms 
of mental health issues they initially helped to relieve.  

When someone uses drugs or alcohol, a number of  
changes occur within the brain. Generally, some of  
the neurotransmitters that enhance pleasure are  
increased. Many of the regions of the brain involved  
in the stress response are altered, and individuals  
may be temporarily removed from reality. This can  
be a highly desired effect for someone suffering  
from high levels of stress or from a mental health  
disorder or medical issue. 
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Over time, however, repeated drug abuse may alter 
the brain chemistry involved with emotional 
regulation, motivation, pleasure, and reward-
processing as substance dependence sets in. Once a 
dependency has formed, the brain may not continue 
to function as it did previously.  
A number of overlapping factors can intensify a 
mental health or substance use disorder:  

■ Brain responses - Abusing drugs can cause 
symptoms that mimic a mental illness. For example, 
excessive marijuana use can give rise to psychosis in 
some individuals, which is a severe mental disorder 
that causes people to lose touch with reality.  

■ Genetics - A person’s genetic predisposition can 
make them more likely to develop an addiction or a 
mental disorder. Research shows that genes make 
up 40% to 60% of a person’s susceptibility to 
addiction.  

■ Triggers in the environment - Chronic stress, 
persistent anxiety or a traumatic event can kickstart 
an addiction or mental disorder.  

■ Exposure at an early age - People who experiment 
with drugs or alcohol at a young age may develop a 
substance abuse problem and/or mental health 
disorder later on. This occurs because adolescents 
and young adults are more prone to brain damage 
from substance use than older adults.  

Do you have a substance abuse and co-occurring mental 
health problem?  
It can be difficult to diagnose a substance abuse problem and 
a co-occurring mental health or behavioral disorder. It takes 
time to figure out what might be a mental disorder and what 
might be a drug or alcohol problem. The signs and symptoms 
vary depending upon the mental health problem and the type 
of drug being abused.  

Below are a list of questions that might help you better 
determine if you are struggling with a co-occuring disorder:  

1. Do you use alcohol or drugs to cope with unpleasant 
memories or feelings, to control pain or the intensity of 
your moods, to face situations that frighten you, or to stay 
focused on tasks?  
2. Have you noticed a relationship between your substance 
use and your mental health? For example, do you get 
depressed when you drink?  
3. Has someone in your family been diagnosed with either a 
mental disorder, alcohol problem, or drug abuse?  
4. Do you feel depressed or anxious even when you’re 
sober?  
5. Do you have unresolved trauma or a history of abuse?  
6. Have you previously been treated for either your 
addiction or your mental health problem?  
7. Did the substance abuse treatment fail because of 
complications from your mental health issue or vice versa?  
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Treatment for substance abuse and mental health problems  
The best treatment for co-occurring disorders is an integrated approach, meaning that both 

the substance abuse and the mental disorder are treated at once. Whether your mental health 
or substance abuse problem came first, they need to be treated together to create an 

effective treatment plan. Treatment may include medication, individual or group counseling, 
lifestyle changes, and additional support services.  

Depending on the substances being abused, an individual may require detoxification or 
inpatient treatment to properly manage withdrawal symptoms. Both mental health and 
behavioral disorders and substance abuse are treatable conditions. Recovering from co-

occurring disorders takes time, commitment, and courage. People with substance abuse and 
mental health problems can, and do get better.  

Self-help for substance abuse and co-occurring disorders  

In addition to getting professional treatment, there are plenty of self-help steps you can take 
to address your substance abuse and mental health issues. Remember, getting sober is only the 

beginning. As well as continuing treatment efforts, sustained recovery depends on learning 
healthier coping strategies and making better decisions when dealing with life’s challenges. 

“We can’t help everyone, but everyone can help someone.”

http://rememberingadam.org/144-2/
http://rememberingadam.org/144-2/

