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Abstract

Drug abuse should be a concern for all health care professionals. Nurses are
frequently providing care for patients with substance abuse, but their role in assess-
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ment and management of patients with drug abuse has yet to be established. This paper

provides a brief description regarding the role of nurses in providing care for these

patients.
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Introduction

Substance abuse is one of the most life threatening ill-
nesses worldwide, which can be associated with adverse conse-
quences related to repeated use of the substance!s!. Untreated
substance abuse might result in disturbances in social, occupa-
tional, or recreational activities. Furthermore, intoxication and
withdrawal might have devastating impacts on health. Nurses
are directly involved in providing care for patients with sub-
stance abuse disorder!®. Therefore, they are in a key position
to help patients suffering from substance abuse. However, the
nurse role in assessment and management of substance abuse is
not well-defined. The purpose of this paper is to provide a brief
description about the nursing role in assessment and manage-
ment of patients with substance abuse.

Nurses should anticipate addiction and be aware of
its risk factors. They should accurately assess patients and im-
mediately report any signs and symptoms of addiction. Sudden
change in behaviors and personality, social isolation, poor oc-
cupational performance, preoccupation with substances abused,
and sudden weight loss are among the commonly reported
symptoms of substance abuse. It is important for nurses to have
knowledge about the most common substances that cause abuse
such as Alcohol, Amphetamines, Caffeine, Cannabis, Cocaine,
Hallucinogens, Inhalants, Nicotine, Opioids, Phencyclidine,
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Sedative, and hypnotics, or anti-anxiety agents. The most com-
monly abused substances by elderly are alcohol, cocaine, and
opiates. It is noteworthy to mention that addiction could be re-
lated to some behaviors such as Internet use and not only using
substances!”. To better assess substance abuse in patients, nurses
should use specific and valid screening tools such as the CAGE
Questionnaire for screening of Alcoholism. Furthermore, nurses
should be aware about the laboratory tests used to assess patients
with substance abuse such as blood alcohol level. During as-
sessment phase, nurses should examine their feelings and avoid
stigmatizing patients with substance abuse!®l.

In fact, there is no single intervention appropriate for
all individuals with substance abuse. The effective intervention
should consider the multiple needs of the individual with sub-
stance abuse, not only the drug use. Nurses should help patients
to overcome many barriers that negatively influence attitudes
toward seeking professional help, including lack of knowledge,
denial, comorbidity, embarrassment, and lack of support. Nurses
can participate in different management modalities for patients
with substance abuse disorder such as conducting individual
therapy for clients with substance related disorder who have
high levels of anxiety and inadequate coping mechanisms®.
Nurses can discuss with the patient possibility of relapse and
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refusal to continue therapy. In group setting, nurses can facilitate
group discussion to enhance sobriety and willingness to share
experiences. The adequate period of time spent in treatment is
critical to achieve sobriety. Nurses can also instruct patients to
do behavioral modifications and use specific medications such
as Disulfiram (Antabuse). In fact, no specific antidotes are avail-
able for all substances abused, and each substance usually has a
specific antidote to be used. During detoxification process, acti-
vated charcoal is only useful when there is a current oral inges-
tion of the substance. During detoxification process, the nurse
should provide calm and supportive environment for the patient
and administer the needed therapy as ordered. Most symptoms
of intoxication are self-limited and resolve within few days af-
ter the supportive treatment. During intoxication process, most
patients experience acute symptoms such as anxiety, agitation
and tremor. Most of the time, anxiety, agitation, and seizures
are treated by benzodiazepines. For the severe agitation, anti-
psychotics are used'”. Abrupt discontinuation of the substances
abused is usually not recommended. However, some substances
such as stimulants and hallucinogens can be discontinued with-
out tapering off or replacement with another therapy as they
have rare and low-grade withdrawal symptoms!'l. If necessary,
intravenous fluids and antiemetics are administered during the
supportive care. Unsurprisingly, patients with severe intoxica-
tion symptoms should have frequent neurological assessments
and be initially attached to continuous cardiac monitoring with
pulse oximetry('l,

When the condition of the patient becomes better, nurs-
es should promote understanding of the physical symptoms and
how to deal with them. The nurse can explain to the patient the
causes of substance abuse. Immediately before discharge, the
nurse should encourage continued participation in outpatient
support system and long-term treatment. Patient should be also
instructed about the alternative sources of satisfaction and coping
strategies. Recently, nurses can participate in mindfulness-based
interventions to decrease stress experienced by different popu-
lation!'*!7, The mindfulness-based interventions could be help-
ful to support these patients. The patient should acknowledge
the relationship between everyday life problems and substance
use. Nurses should tell patients that substance abuse disorder is
a mental illness like schizophrenia and depression and could be
associated with poor coping strategies!'®]. Interventions directed
toward increased self-worth are encouraged. Safety is an import-
ant aspect that should be prioritized to assure that the patient
has not caused harm to self or others or caused any physical
injury to others. The most important point before discharge is to
support the patient to assume responsibility for his or her own
behavior and to verbalize the importance of abstaining from use
of substances. Finally, after discharge, a long-term follow-up is
recommended, and the nurse can work as a liaison between the
patient and the community services.
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