CONTINUUMS OF ADDICTION AND MENTAL HEALTH
When considering co-occurring disorders, we often talk in “all or nothing”, “either/or”
language, and the reality is far more complex. We do this with mental health and addiction –
either you have a mental illness or you don’t, either you are addicted or you are not. In reality,
both addiction and mental health exist on continuums, and people move up and down the scale
as their level of functioning changes.

Continuum of Mental Health
Mental Illness

Mental Health

Continuum of Addiction

Not Addicted / More choice about use

More compulsion to use

While we cannot directly control the continuums, what influences them are the balance of risk
factors and protective factors in our lives.

Risk Factors
Genetics
Life stress
Trauma
Chronic stress
Victimization
Addiction
Etc.
Trauma
Isolation
Victimization
History of family addiction
Family dysfunction
Mental health issues
Etc.

Protective Factors

Mental Health

Addiction

Genetics
Strong family & social support
Diet & nutrition
Exercise
Adequate sleep
Work/life balance
Etc.
Ability to ask for help
Ability to delay gratification
Positive role models
Strong social & family support
Diverse coping skill base
Good impulse control
Etc.
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When we combine these continuums, the result is a full spectrum of experiences – all of which
get classified as co-occurring disorders.

Severe/Profound Mental Illness, Low
Level Addiction

Severe/Profound Mental Illness,
Severe/Profound Addiction

Low Level Mental Illness,
Low Level Addiction

Low Level Mental Illness,
Severe/Profound Addiction

Rather than those with co-occurring disorders being a specific population with specific needs, it
is a diverse population with diverse needs. Part of the complexity for treatment programs is
addressing the unique needs of each individual. This spectrum alone has us considering the
unique needs of four groups:





Severe/Profound Mental Illness with Severe/Profound Addiction
Severe/Profound Mental Illness with Low Level of Addiction
Low Level of Mental Illness with Severe/Profound Addiction
Low Level of Mental Illness with Low Level of Addiction

The concerns and needs are different between each group, let alone all the differences within
each group. Treatment programs that fail to take these differences into account undermine
their own programming.

© Crisis and Trauma Resource Institute Inc.
www.ctrinstitute.com ▪ 1-877-353-3205

