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Substance use disorder (SUD) encompasses the use of
drugs (illicit and prescription) or alcohol in a way that may
cause harm and is difficult to control. Diagnosis is based on
clinical history and examination in accordance with ICD-11
criteria which categorise use as hazardous, harmful or
dependent. People often see their GP for a medical
problem arising from SUD without mentioning substance
use. Good rapport and a non-stigmatising, empathetic
attitude can facilitate disclosure. GPs should routinely ask
about substance use if symptoms may suggest SUD e.g.
chest pain in a young person, psychosis, mood disorders
or sleep disorders. NICE suggests screening for excessive
alcohol intake should be an ‘integral part’ of primary care
practice, occurring at almost every opportunity.

Substance use is common in people with mental iliness
and vice versa. Part of the reason for this co-occurrence is
shared risk factors; for example, both past trauma and
certain genetic polymorphisms are associated with
substance use and with the development of psychiatric
illness. The Department of Health regards dual diagnosis
as the expectation rather than exception, urging that
patients are seen as having complex difficulties rather than
two distinct problems. Careful liaison between services is
required ensuring a holistic approach.

Low mood and anxiety are sometimes secondary to
substance use and often resolve with abstinence or
stabilisation. This has been shown to be the case in most
patients presenting to alcohol treatment services.

For patients who misuse alcohol and have concurrent
depression or anxiety, NICE recommends treating the
alcohol use first to see if symptoms improve. If symptoms
continue after 3-4 weeks of abstinence, assessment of the
depression or anxiety should be undertaken and referral
and treatment in line with the relevant NICE guideline.

Alcohol-based brief interventions in primary care are
clinically useful and cost effective. Brief interventions
involve screening e.g. using the AUDIT tool, identification
of a problem and then fostering motivation to address
problematic use. Just asking about consumption can be
beneficial; studies of brief interventions have found
reduced use in both treatment and control groups. This
effect can be increased with the motivational interviewing
techniques that are core to brief interventions.

A diagnosis of opiate dependence needs to be
established through history taking, physical examination
and where possible a corroborative history from others.
The nature and severity of dependence should be
determined including the frequency and route of
administration, as well as effects on other aspects of
health, relationships, and social functioning. Urine/oral
toxicology screens can confirm recent opiate use and
support a diagnosis of dependence, as can the presence
of withdrawal symptoms on examination.



