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Substance Abuse as a 
Chronic Condition The Beginning of the Conversation: 

1940’s Jellinek Curve 

Common symptoms of addiction 

80 years later still having the conversation. 

Addiction is a disease 
In fact according to the Center on Addiction: 
 
It is a “complex disease of the brain and body that involves compulsive use of one or more 
substances despite serious health and social consequences.  
Addiction disrupts regions of the brain that are responsible for reward, motivation, learning, 
Judgement, and memory. 
It damages body systems, as well as families, relationships, schools, workplaces, 
 and neighborhoods.” 
 

Like diabetes, cancer, and heart disease, addiction is caused by environmental and biological factors. 
 
The consequences of untreated addiction often include other physical and mental health disorders  
that require medical attention. 
 
If left untreated over time, addiction becomes more severe, disabling, and life threatening. 

But…is it a Chronic Condition? 

According to the U.S. National Health Statistics a chronic disease is a disease lasting at least three months. 
Often they don’t have a cure, but you can live with them and manage their symptoms. 
 

What is an alcoholic? 

1. They drink EVERYDAY! 
 

Uhm…maybe not 
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Low-risk guidelines: 
 
0-2 daily spaced 1 hour apart 
0-3 three times a week or less 1 hour apart 
 
Standard Drinks 
(4) 

What’s a standard drink? 

12 oz. About 5% beer 
5 oz.    12% wine 
1.5 oz   40% alcohol 
1 oz.    80% alcohol 
 
 

Some folks just don’t get it. 
 
Let me tell you a story… 

Addicts can’t quit! 

That’s big trouble for them and me.       
 
National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA) 
 
2015-approximately 88,000 people die annually from alcohol related causes. 
 
 
 

Quitting is the recommended treatment. 
 
Can’t do the 1 or 2  
 
 
 
 

There is no cure but by quitting using it can be managed. 
 
 
 
Doesn’t that sound like that “chronic condition definition”? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



3/27/2019 

3 

But…is it a Chronic Condition? 

According to the U.S. National Health Statistics a chronic disease is a disease lasting at least three months. 
Often they don’t have a cure, but you can live with them and manage their symptoms. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
So now, hopefully, we have established it’s a chronic disease. 

More important than discussing the nuances of whether it’s a disease is… 
 
 
 
 
 
What do we do about it? 
 
How can I help? 

Reduce the stigma… 
(Dr. knows best) 

 
It’s Self inflicted!!!!!!      (yeah so?) 

 
 
Addicts are dangerous!  (maybe) 

Just a little introspection… 
 
Is the addict less worthy of our attention than “Lil Suzy home maker”? 

Increase our own understanding 
 
You all get an A+ for today. 

Don’t believe everything you hear! 
 
 
Addiction takes perfectly wonderful, honest people and often turns them into liars and  
sometimes worse when they are actively using.  
 
They will minimize amounts, flat out deny using, or they just don’t get it. 
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Ask questions. 
 
Start the conversation. Even if it’s not going to change anything today. 
 
Educate them on what is a drink. Why do you only drink on weekends? 
 
 
 
Plant the seed. 
 
 

What if they are on medications? 
 
Can we educate? 
 
Refer to their Doctor? Pharmacist? 

2 mg. Ativan + 2 Oxycodone + fifth of Vodka= 
 

                        Possible disaster. 

Alcohol often has harmful interactions 
 
with prescription medications,  
 
over the counter drugs and 
 
even some herbal remedies. 

Alcohol interactions with medications may cause problems such as: 
 
Nausea and vomiting  Headaches  Drowsiness  Dizziness  Fainting 
 
Changes in Blood Pressure  Abnormal Behavior  Loss of Coordination           Accidents 
 
(5) 

Mixing alcohol and medications may also increase the risk of complications such as: 
 
Liver Damage 
 
Heart Problems 
 
Internal Bleeding 
 
Impaired Breathing 
 
Depression 
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In some cases, alcohol interactions may decrease the effectiveness of medications or render them useless. 
 
In other cases, alcohol interactions may make drugs harmful or even toxic to the body. 
 
Even in small amounts, alcohol may intensify medication side effects such as sleepiness, drowsiness, and 
lightheadedness. 
 
 
 
Yes many medications come with warning labels but seriously… 

 
 
Let’s self medicate with alcohol!!! 

Relationship between alcohol and suicide. 
 
25% of U.S. suicide victims are legally drunk when they commit suicide 
 
40% of treatment seeking alcoholics report attempting suicide at some 
point 
 
 

Alcohol is a depressant. But you knew that… 

 
 
 

Substance abuse leads to destructive behaviors. 

 
Remember addicts lie?  
 
Addicts spend money they can’t afford to spend on things they shouldn’t be buying. 
 
Addicts have affairs and sexual encounters they regret. 
 
All of these increase feelings of guilt, lowers self worth, increases hopelessness and death thoughts. 
 

Addicts often drive family and friends away. 
 
Family and friends can get tired of: 
 
Lies 
 
At times stealing 
 
Irresponsibility 
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  Mostly families and friends get tired of watching someone  
 
       they love slowly kill themselves. 

Let’s not forget the accidental suicides: 
 
Accidental overdoses 
 
The “I want your attention that goes too far.” 

Just ask! 

Who can we blame? 
 
Nobody and everybody. 
 
Does your Dr. ask you? 
 
Maybe on a form when you first go in. 

 

Let me tell you a story… 
Just ask! 
 
Face to face 
 
Directly 
 
Specifically 
 
Honestly 
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Watch out for vague answers. 
 
I don’t use anymore. Can be completed by…I don’t use any less either. 
 
Not very often.  
 
Not very much. 
 
I use socially. 
 
Addicts could run for office because they can avoid answering questions with the best of them. 
 
 

“Do you take drugs?” 
 
“I don’t do illegal drugs.” 
 
(That really didn’t answer the question did it?) 
 
“Do you take legal drugs in an illegal manner?” 
 
“What?”         (it’s not that complicated) 

If I were asking these questions…     (And I do almost daily) 

 
Me: “Do you drink alcohol?”    
 
 “Not very much. It’s not a problem.” 
 
Me: “Well, that’s okay, I just need to know roughly how often and about how much?” 
 
 “I don’t know.” 
 
Me: “Well is it closer to once a day, 2-3 times a week, once a week, once a month….?” 
 
 “Well probably at least 2-3 times a week.” 
 
Me: “So at least 2-3 times a week would that mean closer to 3-4 times a week”? 
 
 “Yeah probably 3-4 times a week.” 

Me: “Okay, so you drink maybe 3-4 times a week. About how much do you drink when you do drink?” 
 
 “Well, not that much. I don’t know I really don’t measure it. I just poor it out of a bottle, you know.”  
 
Me: “Okay so what does the bottle look like?” 
 
 “I don’t know it’s maybe this tall and…” 
 
Me: “Okay so is it a fifth or does it have a handle?” 
 
 “NO! It’s not that big it’s 750 m.l.” 
 
Me: “Okay so it’s a 750 m.l. bottle…How often do you buy a bottle?” 
 
 “Well, I don’t know…maybe 2-3 times a week.” 
 
Me: “Okay so you drink 3-4 times a week and drink 2-3 bottles per week of Vodka?” 

Now, let’s do the math. 
 

Figure 3 bottles cause if they say 2-3 it’s 3. 
  
That’s about 75 drinks. 
 
That comes out roughly to around 20 drinks per drinking  
episode. 

 

Anyone think that could be a problem? 
 

(If not I may be able to get you an appointment.) 
 
 

 
And remember…That’s what they are 
admitting to. 
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So now you have the conversation started…Now what? 
 
A client comes in and says, “I have a problem. I really need help.” 
 
1. Try and figure out how hard they will detox. 
 a. Alcohol 
 b. Benzodiazepines 
 c. Opiates 
 
These can be really hard detoxes.  

 

Alcohol detox is dangerous: 
 
Anxiety     Convulsions  Shakiness 
 
Delirium Tremens Hallucinations 
 
Heart Failure   Insomnia 
 
Nausea     Seizures 
 
Very dangerous and uncomfortable. 

Opiate Detox: 
 
Abdominal Pain  Anxiety  Sneezing  Sniffing 
 
Body Pain   Chills  Sweating  Vomiting 
 
Diarrhea   Insomnia Weakness 
 
Irritability   Nausea 
 
 
 
Dangerous and incredibly painful. 

Benzodiazepine detox: 
 
Sleep Disturbance  Irritability  Increased tension and anxiety 
 
Panic attacks    Hand Tremors Sweating 
 
Difficulty concentrating dry retching and nausea palpitations 
 
Muscular pain 
 
 
 
Maybe a little less dangerous but certainly not fun. 

If you are worried about withdrawal: 
 
Refer to their doctor 
 
Send to the E.R. 
 
 
It is a medical condition.  
 
Err on the side of caution. 

Encourage them to get an evaluation: 
 
There are many places in Omaha and Council Bluffs where a person can be evaluated. 
 
Encourage them to call and ask for a Substance Abuse Evaluation. 
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Then what? 
 

Multiple levels of care: 
 
Extended Outpatient 
 
Intensive Outpatient 
 
Residential 

Recap: 
 
Addiction is a chronic disease 
 
Please just start the conversation 
 
Be direct, specific, and don’t let the wool get pulled over your eyes. 
 
Detox. is a medical condition and can be very dangerous. 
 
Encourage the person to get help. 
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