
Daniel A. Moreno, MD, MBA
Addiction Medicine Fellow

University of Hawaii, John A. Burns School of Medicine

Substance Use in Adolescents
Pediatrics ECHO

2/9/2021



Conflict of Interest

I have no financial interests or relationships to 
disclose



Learning Objectives

By the end of today’s talk the participants will be 
able to:

l Describe the prevalence and recent trends in 
adolescent substance use

l Briefly describe the components of SBIRT

l Describe main legal issues surrounding adolescent 
substance use treatment



Outline

l Introduction, Epidemiology
l Recent Trends
l Screening
l Treatment overview
l Legal Issues
l Substance use and COVID-19
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https://www.ainonline.com/aviation-news/aviation-international-news/2007-01-24/erau-students-back-air-after-
christmas-day-tornado



Question Time!



A 17 year old girl is drinking 3 alcoholic beverages 
6 days per week.  She has alienated herself from 
two of her closest friends, is unable to fulfill her 
obligations at school, reports drinking and driving 
and is falling behind on homework.  Which of the 
following is the most appropriate diagnosis in this 
patient?
A. Alcohol use disorder
B. Unhealthy alcohol use
C. Alcohol abuse
D. Binge drinking
E. Alcohol dependence



A 17 year old girl is drinking 3 alcoholic beverages 
6 days per week.  She has alienated herself from 
two of her closest friends, is unable to fulfill her 
obligations at school, reports drinking and driving 
and is falling behind on homework.  Which of the 
following is the most appropriate diagnosis in this 
patient?
A. Alcohol use disorder
B. Unhealthy alcohol use
C. Alcohol abuse
D. Binge drinking
E. Alcohol dependence



Pattern of alcohol use leading to clinically 
significant impairment or distress
Failure to fulfill obligations
Recurrent drinking in hazardous situations
Drinking despite social or interpersonal problems
Important activities given up

Unhealthy alcohol use
Risks consequences, not yet a disorder



Which of the following is correct regarding 
substance use in adolescents?

A. The co-occurence of substance use and other 
psychiatric disorders is rare in adolescents

B. Less than 20% of 12th graders report drinking 
in the last 30 days

C. The use of cannabis in adolescents has 
decreased

D. Alcohol is the most commonly abused 
substance in adolescents

E. The CRAFFT questionnaire is not appropriate 
for screening in adolescents
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High level of substance use with anxiety, 
depression, bipolar, personality disorders, 
ADHD, psychotic disorder, conduct disorder



A 15 year old girl who is 10 weeks pregnant 
presents with vaginal bleeding, abdominal pain, 
vomiting, and muscle spasms for the last 4 
hours.  Her temperature is 100.2 F, and her 
blood pressure is 165/100 mmHg.  Physical 
examination is remarkable for trembling with 
cold extremities.  An abdominal ultrasound 
confirms a miscarriage with no retained 
products of conception.  Which of the following 
is the most likely cause of her current 
symptoms?



A. Heroin withdrawal
B. Fetal alcohol syndrome
C. Cannabis use
D. Heroin overdose
E. Nicotine withdrawal
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Definitions
“Addict” fallen out of favor
Substance Use Disorder

A problematic pattern of use leading to clinically significant 
impairment or distress is manifested by two or more 
criteria within a 12-month period

Unhealthy substance use
Use of amounts that risk consequences or

Use that has already resulted in consequences but not yet a 
diagnosable disorder

Adolescent 11-21
Early 11-14, mid 15-17, late 18-21



Severity

Mild = 2-3

Moderate = 4-5

Severe = ≥ 6

DSM IV → V
Substance abuse 

→ mild SUD

Substance dependence 

→ moderate to severe 
SUD

Legal problems no longer 
criteria





Introduction

l Why is this important?



Introduction

l Adolescent to adult:
- ~50% illicit drug
- > 80% alcohol

https://lh3.googleusercontent.com/proxy/sAF6KqzBJZ8ANlsSwVFfUGkVWhwczASVhv2REUV18-cW2PcLnnHlK1zaciN7cm0KgUw-
IcErIUKUzedX_SP9MhHnZbMptTJkWPdpFG5jFF5GBaDWmXnm97a_A7HijorlHZts3P_K2dMgeQtnQBm8yMnz1yWl



Introduction

l Alcohol → 
- Unintentional injuries / death
- Suicidal behavior
- Motor vehicle crashes
- IPV
- Academic and social problems
- Earlier onset alcohol use → more rapid 

dependence, worse outcomes
Beginning drinking age <15 → 5x as likely for AUD



Introduction
l Cannabis

– ~50% of illicit drug users started with marijuana

– Cannabis use under 18 → Increased risk at age 18 – 32
• Depression (OR 1.27)

• Suicidal ideation (OR 1.5)

• Suicide attempts (OR 3.46)

– 3.9-fold increase risk of psychosis

– First try marijuana at < 14 → 6x SUD vs 18

– IQ decrease ~8

Association of Cannabis Use in Adolescence and Risk of Depression, Anxiety, and Suicidality in Young Adulthood: A Systematic Review and Meta-analysis, 
Gobbi G, Atkin T, Zytynski T, Wang S, Askari S, Boruff J, Ware M, Marmorstein N, Cipriani A, Dendukuri N, Mayo N, JAMA Psychiatry. 2019;76(4):426. 
Meta-analysis of the Association Between the Level of Cannabis Use and Risk of Psychosis. Marconi A, Di Forti M, Lewis CM, Murray RM, Vassos E, Schizophr 
Bull. 2016;42(5):1262. Epub 2016 Feb 15. 

Chambers et al., 2003; Grant and Dawson, 1997; Hingson and Zha, 2009



Meier MH et al. Persistent cannabis users show neuropsychological decline from childhood to midlife. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A. 2012 Oct 
2;109(40):E2657-64. doi: 10.1073/pnas.1206820109. Epub 2012 Aug 27. PMID: 22927402; PMCID: PMC3479587.

- IQ 100 → 92

- 50th → 29th percentile



Introduction

l Substance use in the developing brain → 
- Worse memory

- Worse learning

- Poorer executive function

- Lower IQ (> 5 points in most persistent)

- Stopping use does not fully restore function

- Higher risk of psychiatric illness

- Adolescent substance use → employment problems, other substance 
use, criminal/violent behavior

- > 80% of adult smokers began at age < 18

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4883014/ Alcohol and Drug Use and the Developing Brain, Lindsay M. Squeglia & Kevin M. Gray, Current 
Psychiatry Reports 

- National Institute on Drug Abuse. Drug Facts: Nationwide Trends, 2014. www.drugabuse.gov/publications/drugfacts/nationwide-trends
- Lifetime prevalence of mental disorders in US adolescents: results from the National Comorbidity Study-Adolescent Supplement (NCS-A), Merikangas RS, He J, Bustein M, et al, J Am 
Acad Child Psychiatry. 2010;49:980
- Ten-year prospective study of public health problems associated with early drinking. Ellickson PL, Tucker JS, Klein DJ, Pediatrics. 2003 May;111(5 Pt 1):949-55. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4883014/
http://www.drugabuse.gov/publications/drugfacts/nationwide-trends


Introduction
l Physicians considered authoritative sources
l Willing to discuss substance use

l Opportunity to show sincere concern
l Opportunity to encourage healthy and smart 

choices 

Ford et al., 1997; Brown and Wissow, 2009





2.3 million adolescents 12-17 tried 
alcohol for the first time in 2019



1.4 million aged 12-17 tried cannabis 
for the first time in 2019



59,000 tried cocaine for the first time 
(162 / day)



1

7,000 tried heroin for the first time in 
2019



25,000 initiated methamphetamine 
(68 / day)



245,000 tried prescription pain 
relievers for the first time (670 / day) 



Over half of misused pain relievers 
obtained from friend or relative



Recent Trends

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.youtube.com%2Fwatch%3Fv%3DYSImbM5Qc_A&psig=AOvVaw1avLBNRuFIaG_HQ7GnUhe9&ust=160448545150
7000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCMjenqCU5uwCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAT























What can we do?

l Screen!

https://freelancelogodesign.com/Screen-Door-On-A-Submarine-76656



SBIRT
Screening
Brief Intervention
Referral for Treatment

https://attcnetwork.org/sites/default/files/inline-images/SBIRT-NH_Process.png



Screening

“To identify accurately youth who will benefit 
from a full and complete assessment, at which 
time a determination of a substance use 
disorder can be made and recommendations 
for intervention developed”



Who should screen?

Community organizations
Counselors
Street youth workers
Pediatricians

https://encrypted-tbn0.gstatic.com/images?q=tbn%3AANd9GcRbDpRNVmyRQP9kASz6VoX-tHPPPp7p9NX8dQ&usqp=CAU



Who should be screened?
l Bright Futures/American Academy of Pediatrics → 

- Tobacco, alcohol or drug use assessment starting at 
age 11

l SAMHSA

- Substantial behavioral changes
- EMS for trauma
- New sudden medical problems (accidents, injuries, GI 

disturbances)
- Oppositional behavior, drop in GPA, increased 

absences



Screening

Kulak JA, Griswold KS. Adolescent Substance Use and Misuse: Recognition and Management. Am Fam Physician. 2019 Jun 1;99(11):689-696. PMID: 
31150174.





Positive ≥ 2 









Brief Intervention

Short dialogue
Few seconds to minutes
Preventing, reducing, stopping substance use
Primary care visit often only contact



Brief Intervention

For patients who do not use alcohol or other 
drugs:
– Positive encouragement
– Praise “active choice”
– Probe 



Brief Intervention

For patients who do use alcohol or other drugs:
– Intermittent use → unlikely SUD
– Clear advice to quit
– Information on harmful effects
– Reinforce strengths and healthy decisions
– Make a plan
– Follow up!

“For most adolescents who are identified as substance users, brief intervention can be carried out in 
the office setting and can increase quit rates among new or low-frequency users” (Harris et al., 
2012)



Referral to Treatment

Weekly or more frequent use → likely SUD
– Higher level of care ASAP
– Psychiatric / Substance use specialist

– Work with patient and family → accept need for 
treatment, demonstrate support

– Facilitate referral process



Outpatient
l Individual Counseling
l Group Therapy
l Family Therapy
l Intensive Outpatient 

Program
l Partial 

Hospitalization 
Program

Treatment

Inpatient / Residential
ØDetoxification / 

Behavioral 
Stabilization

ØAcute Residential 
Therapy

ØResidential Treatment
ØTherapeutic Boarding 

School



Treatment
Alcoholics Anonymous

Al-Anon
• “Recovery for the families and friends of 

alcoholics”

Alateen
• “Designed for the younger relatives and friends 

of alcoholics through the teen years”



Substance Use Screening and Intervention Implementation Guide, AAP



https://www.aap.org/en-us/Documents/substance_use_screening_implementation.pdf



Treatment
Bobby Benson Center

Intensive Outpatient, Outpatient, Residential

Care Hawaii
Intensive Outpatient, Outpatient, Continuing Care

Child and Family Service
Outpatient, continuing care

School based
YMCA

https://health.hawaii.gov/substance-abuse/prevention-
treatment/



Legal Issues

https://static.wikia.nocookie.net/house/images/4/41/Season8_poster_3.jpg/revision/latest/scale-to-width-
down/340?cb=20110913185916



Legal Issues
l Hawaii Summary – “Generally allowed to 

consent for their own healthcare”
– Emancipated minors

– 14 or older “without support”

– Married

– Pregnant

l “Minors age 14 or older may consent for 
diagnosis and treatment of drug and alcohol 
problem”

English et al, State Minor Consent Laws: A Summary, 3rd Edition, 2010



Legal Issues









Adolescent Substance Use in the Age of COVID-19

https://m.timesofindia.com/thumb/73931217.cms?resizemode=4&width=400



Adolescent Substance Use in the Age of COVID-19

Dumas TM, Ellis W, Litt DM. What Does Adolescent Substance Use Look Like During the COVID-19 Pandemic? Examining Changes in Frequency, Social Contexts, and 
Pandemic-Related Predictors. J Adolesc Health. 2020 Sep;67(3):354-361. doi: 10.1016/j.jadohealth.2020.06.018. Epub 2020 Jul 18. PMID: 32693983; PMCID: 
PMC7368647.



Internet Survey
Canadian adolescents

n = 1,054, age 14-18 (mean 16.68, SD 0.78)

Frequency
Alcohol use, binge drinking, cannabis use, vaping
3 weeks before/after social distancing



* Significant difference p < 0.05
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Context
49.3% - solitary, 31.6% with friends via tech, 23.6% 

face to face
42% with parents

Higher self reported popularity → peer substance use

Greater fears of COVID-19, depressive symptoms → 
solitary substance use



Questions, round 2



A 17 year old girl is drinking 3 alcoholic beverages 
6 days per week.  She has alienated herself from 
two of her closest friends, is unable to fulfill her 
obligations at school, reports drinking and driving 
and is falling behind on homework.  Which of the 
following is the most appropriate diagnosis in this 
patient?
A. Alcohol use disorder
B. Unhealthy alcohol use
C. Alcohol abuse
D. Binge drinking
E. Alcohol dependence



Which of the following is correct regarding 
substance use in adolescents?

A. The co-occurence of substance use and other 
psychiatric disorder is rare in adolescents

B. Less than 20% of 12th graders report drinking 
in the last 30 days

C. The use of cannabis in adolescents has 
decreased

D. Alcohol is the most commonly abused 
substance in adolescents

E. The CRAFFT questionnaire is not appropriate 
for screening in adolescents



A. Heroin withdrawal
B. Fetal alcohol syndrome
C. Cannabis use
D. Heroin overdose
E. Nicotine withdrawal

A 15 year old girl who is 10 weeks pregnant presents with vaginal 
bleeding, abdominal pain, vomiting, and muscle spasms for the 
last 4 hours.  Her temperature is 100.2 F, and her blood 
pressure is 165/100 mmHg.  Physical examination is remarkable 
for trembling with cold extremities.  An abdominal ultrasound 
confirms a miscarriage with no retained products of conception.  
Which of the following is the most likely cause of her current 
symptoms?



References
l Brown JD, Wissow LS. Discussion of sensitive health topics with youth during primary care visits: relationship to youth perceptions of care. J 

Adolesc Health. 2009 Jan;44(1):48-54. doi: 10.1016/j.jadohealth.2008.06.018. Epub 2008 Oct 25. PMID: 19101458; PMCID: PMC2630026.

l Dumas TM, Ellis W, Litt DM. What Does Adolescent Substance Use Look Like During the COVID-19 Pandemic? Examining Changes in 
Frequency, Social Contexts, and Pandemic-Related Predictors. J Adolesc Health. 2020 Sep;67(3):354-361. doi: 
10.1016/j.jadohealth.2020.06.018. Epub 2020 Jul 18. PMID: 32693983; PMCID: PMC7368647.

l English et al, State Minor Consent Laws: ASummary, 3rd Edition, 2010

l Ford CA, Millstein SG, Halpern-Felsher BL, Irwin CE Jr. Influence of physician confidentiality assurances on adolescents' willingness to 
disclose information and seek future health care. A randomized controlled trial. JAMA. 1997 Sep 24;278(12):1029-34. PMID: 9307357.

l Kulak JA, Griswold KS. Adolescent Substance Use and Misuse: Recognition and Management. Am Fam Physician. 2019 Jun 
1;99(11):689-696. PMID: 31150174.

l Harris, S. K., Csémy, L., Sherritt, L., Starostova, O., Van Hook, S., Johnson, J., Boulter, S., Brooks, T., Carey, P., Kossack, R., Kulig, J. 
W., Van Vranken, N., & Knight, J. R. (2012). Computer-facilitated substance use screening and brief advice for teens in primary care: an 
international trial. Pediatrics, 129(6), 1072–1082. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2011-1624

l 2019 National Survey on Drug Use and Health: Graphics from the Key Findings Report, SAMHSA



Thank you!

Dan Moreno
damoreno@hawaii.e

du

mailto:damoreno@hawaii.edu

