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What is the key message? 

 

Everyone has a role to play in addressing substance misuse and 
substance use disorders and in changing the conversation 

around substance use, to improve the health, safety, and well-
being of individuals and communities across our nation. 
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Improved 
Public 
Health 



Scientific Standards Used to Develop the Report 

• Many important issues in prevention, treatment, recovery, and health care 
systems have not yet been examined in rigorous controlled trials, or are 
not appropriate for such research designs. 

• For the Report, the best available evidence was cited and labeled 
according to the reporting conventions published by the CDC: 

– Well supported: Evidence derived from multiple controlled trials or large-scale 
population studies.  

– Supported: Evidence derived from rigorous but fewer or smaller trials or 
restricted samples.  

– Promising: Findings that do not derive from rigorously controlled studies, but 
that nonetheless, make practical or clinical sense and are widely practiced.   
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Contents of the Report 

Chapter 1: Introduction and Overview of the Report 

Chapter 2: The Neurobiology of Substance Use, Misuse, and 
 Addiction 

Chapter 3: Prevention Programs and Policies 

Chapter 4: Early Intervention, Treatment, and Management of 
 Substance Use Disorders 

Chapter 5: Recovery: The Many Paths to Wellness 

Chapter 6: Health Care Systems and Substance Use Disorders 

Chapter 7: Vision for the Future: A Public Health Approach 
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Chapter 2: The Neurobiology of Substance Use, 
Misuse, and Addiction 
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• Addiction is a chronic brain disorder with potential for 
recurrence and recovery 

• Addiction involves a three-stage cycle that becomes more 
severe with continued substance use:   

– binge/intoxication stage 

– withdrawal/negative affect stage 

– preoccupation/anticipation stage 

 



• The addiction cycle is associated with dramatic and persistent 
changes in three principal brain regions:  

– basal ganglia 

– extended amygdala 

– prefrontal cortex 

• Disruptions in these brain regions: 

– enable substance-associated cues to trigger substance seeking 

– reduce sensitivity of brain reward systems and heighten 
activation of brain stress systems 

– impair functioning of brain executive control systems 

 

6 

Chapter 2: Key Findings 



• Brain changes persist long after substance use stops; it is not 
known how much these changes may be reversed or how long 
it takes 

• Adolescence is a critical “at-risk period” for substance use 
and addiction 

• All addictive drugs have especially harmful effects on the 
adolescent brain, which is still undergoing significant 
development 
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Chapter 2: Key Findings 



• Describes a range of programs focused on preventing 
substance misuse including universal prevention programs 
that target the whole community as well as programs that are 
tailored to high-risk populations 

• Describes population-level evidence-based policies that are 
effective for reducing underage drinking, drinking and driving, 
spread of infectious disease, and other consequences of 
alcohol and drug misuse 
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Chapter 3: 
Prevention Programs and Policies 



Chapter 3:  
40 Years of Prevention Science Research Advances:  

 

• Risk and protective factors that predict substance use 
problems are reliable targets for prevention 

• Over 60 prevention programs and policies have been shown 
to prevent substance use problems in rigorous research 

• Communities are an effective organizing force for bringing 
policies and programs to scale to improve the public’s health  
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Chapter 3: What We Now Know  
About Risk and Protective Factors 

• Both an individual’s level of risk and level of protection 
influence whether a person will misuse substances 

• Common risk and protective factors predict substance use and 
related behavioral health problems (violence, delinquency, 
school dropout, mental health problems, risky sex, risky 
driving) 

• Risk and protective factors are consistent across diverse 
groups 

• Different communities/neighborhoods have different levels of 
risk and protection, thus may need to access and utilize 
different effective prevention programs and policies 
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Chapter 3: Effective Prevention Programs 

• It’s never too early or too late, prevention programs have been found to 
be effective from conception to aging populations.  

• Effective prevention programs that have reduced substance misuse 
include programs for: 

– Families  

– School-based  

– Curricula 

– Brief motivational interventions in colleges and emergency rooms 

– Workplace 

– Primary care 

• Several programs have shown effectiveness with multiple subpopulations 
or specific subpopulations but more work is needed 
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• Describes the scientifically-proven clinical activities that are 
used to identify people who have a substance use disorder 
and engage them in treatment 

• Describes the range of medications and behavioral treatments 
that can help people successfully address their substance use 
disorder 
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Chapter 4: Early Intervention, Treatment, and 
Management of Substance Use Disorders  



Chapter 4:  
Important Qualities of Good Addiction Treatment 

• Individualized treatment plans 

• Goals that are person-centered and strength-based 

• Targeted efforts to keep the patient engaged in care 

• Care that considers physical and mental health problems 

• Care that considers age, gender identity, race and ethnicity, 
language, health literacy, religion, sexual orientation, culture, 
physical health problems, and co-occurring conditions 
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Chapter 4:  
Enhancing the Use of Medications 

Clinicians with prescription authorities can be assisted in 
overcoming their reluctance to prescribe medications to those 
experiencing substance use disorders by: 
• Learning about the positive aspects of medication assisted 

treatment 

• Learning about available behavioral intervention services in their 
communities 

• Utilizing medications for those with opioid use disorders 

• Changes in federal laws and regulations to permit Nurse 
Practitioners and Physician Assistants to provide buprenorphine for 
the treatment of opioid use disorders 
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• Describes the construct of recovery as well as the number of 
people in recovery 

• Describes the growing array of effective services and systems 
that provide recovery support and the many pathways that 
make recovery possible, including treatment, recovery 
support services, and/or mutual aid    
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CHAPTER 5:  
Recovery: The Many Paths to Wellness 



CHAPTER 5: Key Themes 

• This is the happiest part of the report!  

• This affects a huge number of people but is rarely discussed, 
chance to give voice 

• This is an issue that everyone in our diverse country can get 
hold of 

• This is about identity, culture, values, and politics as much as 
health 
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CHAPTER 5: Recommendations 

• Celebrate and support, but don’t take over 

• Make health care system permeable to recovery concepts, 
people, and organizations 

• Invest in evidence-based recovery supports 

• Expand research on the innovative and emerging recovery 
supports in diverse communities 
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• Explains why integrating general health care and substance 
use services can result in better outcomes 

• Describes policies and activities underway to achieve that goal 

• Discusses recent legislation that requires healthcare plans to 
offer substance use disorder services equitably with other 
health conditions 

• Innovative delivery system reforms and models of care 
coordination are also discussed, as well as the different 
financing systems that cover substance use disorder services 
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Chapter 6: Health Care Systems  
and Substance Use Disorders 



Chapter 6: Importance of Mainstream Health 
Care to Address Substance Use Disorders 

Integration of prevention, treatment, and recovery services:  

• Is key to addressing the full spectrum of substance use 
problems and consequences 

• Represents the most promising way to improve access to and 
quality of treatment 

• Integrates screening, assessments, interventions, use of  
medications, and care coordination  

Many of the health home and chronic care models used for 
other health conditions by mainstream health care could be 
extended to manage substance use problems 
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Chapter 6: Recommendations for Health Systems 

• Promote use of evidence-based treatments 

• Promote effective integration of prevention and treatment 
services 

• Develop strong ties with specialty treatment 

• Work with payers to develop and implement comprehensive 
billing models 

• Implement health information technologies to promote 
efficiency and high quality care 
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Chapter 7: Vision for the Future: A Public Health 
Approach 

• Provides concrete, evidence-based recommendations on how 
to reduce substance misuse and related harms in 
communities across the United States 

• This chapter distills the findings in the previous chapters into 
five general findings and top line messages 

• Implications for policy and practice are discussed for each 
finding 

• Outlines the role of specific stakeholder groups in changing 
the culture, policies, and practices specific to addressing 
substance use 
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1. Both substance misuse and substance use disorders harm 
the health and well-being of individuals and communities. 
Addressing them requires implementation of effective 
strategies 

2. Highly effective community-based prevention programs and 
policies exist and should be widely implemented 

3. Full integration of the continuum of services for substance 
use disorders with the rest of health care could significantly 
improve the quality, effectiveness, and safety of all health 
care 

 

 22 

Chapter 7 
Vision for the Future: A Public Health Approach 

Five Topline Messages 



4.  Coordination and implementation of recent health reform 
 and parity laws will help ensure increased access to services 
 for people with substance use disorders 

5.  A large body of research has clarified the biological, 
 psychological, and social underpinnings of substance misuse 
 and related disorders and described effective prevention, 
 treatment, and recovery support services. Future research is 
 needed to guide the new public health approach to 
 substance misuse and substance use disorders 
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Chapter 7 
Vision for the Future: A Public Health Approach 

Five Topline Messages 



Chapter 7 
Stakeholders Can Help Change the Culture 

• Move toward public health-based approach, which involves 
addressing individual, environmental, and societal factors that 
influence substance misuse and its consequences 

• Create a society where: 
– Communities are willing to invest in prevention services 

– People feel comfortable seeking treatment 

– There is “no wrong door” for accessing health services 

– Health care professionals treat substance use disorders with same 
level of compassion and care as other chronic diseases 

– People are celebrated for efforts to get well and for steps in recovery 

– Everyone knows that their care and support can make a difference in 
someone’s recovery 
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Coalitions Can Carry the Surgeon General’s 
Message 

– Health care organizations 

– Social service organizations 

– Educational systems 

– Community-based 
organizations 

– Government health agencies 

 

– Religious institutions 

– Law enforcement 

– Local businesses 

– Researchers 

– Other public, private, and 
voluntary entities that impact 
public health 
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• Mobilize community leaders and systems to address 
substance misuse and associated harms: 



 

 

 

The report can be downloaded at: 

https://addiction.surgeongeneral.gov/ 
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