EXPLORATION OF 

ADOLESCENT DRUG USERS 

IN TREATMENT

Objective

· To describe the characteristics and outcome of adolescents receiving treatment for heroin dependence at an adult-orientated inpatient unit.

Method

· Case note review of all 38 patients aged under 18 years old who received inpatient treatment between April 1995 and January 2000. (Case notes found and examined on 36)

· UK rise in number of adolescents using heroin during 1990s (Balding 1998).

· More than one third of teenage heroin users are under 16 (Parker et al. 1998).

· 47% of heroin users reported to NW Drug Misuse Database started to use heroin between the ages of 15 and 19 years.

· Problems treating young drug users in adult services.

· Treatment in adult orientated services is not recommended (Health Advisory Service 1996).

Setting

· Large specialist treatment service for dependence based in Manchester 

Subject

· Unit records identified 38 individuals aged under 18 years old being admitted from April 1995 up to January 1st 2000.

· 16 were admitted on more than one occasion.

Data collection and analysis

· Case notes on 36 patients were examined and data was collected on a proforma that detailed items of demographic, medical and psychosocial interest.

· Qualitative data was also extracted in areas concerning reason for admission and progress in treatment.

The results are divided up into three main sections:

· Background data

· Risk and protective factors

· Treatment and outcomes

Background data
1

Age, ethnicity and gender distribution

The table shows age and sex distribution.

Age at assessment
Male
Female
Total

14
1
6
7

15
5
6
11

16
5
6
11

17
5
2
7

Sample Total
16
20
36

· 33 were white (92%)

· 3 mixed race (8%)

Background data
2

Source of Referral

The service receives adult referral from approximately 23 community drug teams. However, only 9 of the same drug teams referred adolescents.

The table shows area of referral.

Area of Referral

(Community Drug Teams with access to beds)
Number of Adolescents referred
Percentage

Barrow, Kendal, Lancaster, Morecambe
0
0%

Blackburn, Burnley
0
0%

Bolton, Wigan and Leigh
3
8%

Bury Rochdale
1
3%

Chorley & West Lancs
1
3%

Manchester/Lifeline
6
17%

Oldham & Tameside
1
3%

Preston & Blackpool
21
58%

Salford
1
3%

Stockport & Lifeline
2
6%

Tameside
0
0%

Trafford
0
0%

Warrington & Widnes
0
0%

A number of services appear to have been involved with the subjects long before they are know to drug services.

Background data
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Agencies involved

The table below shows the number of total sample involved with each agency in terms of weeks, months and years.

Length of contact
Community drug team

Lifeline
Psychiatric Services
Criminal Justice Sy’
Social Services
Education Depart’

Weeks
15
1
2
1
0

Months
12
0
10
9
3

Years
2
7
20
15
11
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Drug use and age of onset

All the adolescents referred for inpatient treatment were opiate users.
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Drug use and age of onset (2)

The table shows the first substance used (excludes cigarettes).

Substance
No. of first use
Percentage

Cannabis
24
67%

Solvents
4
11%

LSD
3
8%

Amphetamine
5
14%

Ecstasy
1
3%

Heroin
4
11%

Methadone
1
3%

DF118
0
0%

Crack Cocaine
0
0%

Alcohol
5
14%

Benzodiazepines
1
3%

Other
0
0%

Background data
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Drug use and age of onset (3)

The table shows the mean age of first use of individual drugs.

Drug
No. ever used
Mean age of first use

Cannabis
32
12

Solvents
5
14

LSD
3
13

Amphetamine
14
13

Ecstasy
5
13

Heroin
35
14

Methadone
19
15

DF118
11
15

Crack Cocaine
8
14

Alcohol
9
12

Benzodiazepines
12
14

NB: Some clients identified more than one first substance used.

Of the sample:

· 21 (58%) were injecting, IV, with only one reporting the use of a needle exchange.

· 7 (19%) admitted to sharing injecting equipment.

· 4 (11%) admitted to being tested for HIV, Hepatitis B and C, with 2 positive results - one for Hep B and one for Hep C.

Background data
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Medical complications

Table below identifies medical complications and the number of subjects reported to have suffered from them.

Medical Complication
No. of subjects identifying problem
Percentage of subjects identifying problem

Sleep disturbance
16
44%

Weight loss
22
61%

Abscesses/bruising
3
9%

Asthma
2
6%

Accidental overdose
1
3%

Constipation
1
3%

Scabies
1
3%

Impetigo
1
3%

Septicaemia
1
3%

Hepatitis C
1
3%

Hepatitis B
1
3%

Seizures
1
3%

Paranoia
1
3%

Risk and protective Factors
1

The next set of results were examined under the four general domains of ‘risk’ identifies by Labourie el al (1986) and the groups added by the HAS report (1996) and Lloyd (1998).

Psychological factors

The table below shows the number of disorders highlighted by clients at assessment and those that were evident from case records.

Disorders Identified
Total
Female
Male
Percentage

Attention Deficit Syndrome
1
1
0
3%

Conduct Disorder
18
4
14
50%

Learning Difficulties
3
0
1
8%

Depressive Disorder
3
3
0
8%

Anxiety Disorder
7
5
2
19%

Self Harm
13
9
4
36%

Eating Disorder
2
2
0
6%

· 7 (19%) admitted to being physically abused

· 9 (25%) said they had not.

· 6 (17%) documented as having experienced sexual abuse.

· 7 (19%) no history of sexual abuse.

· 9 (25%) said they had been subjected to emotional abuse and or neglect.

Risk and protective Factors
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Family factors

Only a small proportion of the subjects were living with both parents (8%).

The chart below shows where and with whom the subjects were living prior to admission.
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3

Family factors (2)

The graph below illustrates family contact / conflict identified in the case records.
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The table below identifies details of parents and significant others


Mother
Father
Siblings
Cousins

Criminal
1
7
1


Psychiatric
7
0
3


Alcohol Misuse
3
8



Drug Misuse
7
7
8
3

Risk and protective Factors
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School / vocational

· The majority attended mainstream schools.

· 4 had attended special schools.

· Home tuition: 9 (25%).

· Refusing to go to school: 18 (50%).

· Only 2 (6%) said they had not played truant on a regular basis.

· 11 (31%) said they had been suspended.

· 7 (19%) said they had never been suspended.

· 13 (36%) had been excluded from school.

· 8 (22%) said they had not been excluded.

· Only 7 (19%) were in education at the time of assessment.

· 2 (6%) in full time school.

· 4 (11%) had home tuition.

· 1 (3%) went to college.

· 35 (97%) were unemployed.

Risk and protective Factors
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Leisure interests

What do you do in your leisure time?

· 18 (50%) had problems identifying leisure interests. Responses included: 

· ‘Taking drugs.’

· ‘Sleeping.’

· ‘Never done anything.’

· The majority of the other 18 (50%) who identified activities, included sport as a leisure interest, but said they had stopped participating since starting drugs and leaving school.

Risk and protective Factors
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Peer Influence

All sampled had at sometime used drugs with peers.

23 (64%) were not in a relationship.

A high proportion of those in a relationship the partner was a drug user.

The table shows the age of partner in relation to subject

Age of partner in relation to subject
No.
Male
Female

Adult Partner
4
0
4

Older but not adult
5
1
4

Same age
2
1
1

Younger
2
1
1

· 4 (11%) of the sample were adolescent parents 3 females and 1 male.

· The 3 females (8%) were the main carers of their babies.

Risk and protective Factors
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Contact with the criminal justice system

32 (89%) clients admitted having some involvement with the police.

The graph shows the number associated with categories of crime.
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Risk and protective Factors
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Contact with the criminal justice system (2)

Table below shows involvement with the criminal justice system.

Reason for Involvement
Numbers
Male
Female
Percentage

Theft/Burglary
19
11
8
53%

Shoplifting
9
6
3
25%

Violence
4
3
1
11%

Possession
2
1
1
6%

Driving Offence
1
1
0
3%

Prostitution
1
0
1
3%

Police assault
1
0
1
3%

Petty offences
1
0
1
3%

Drug Dealing
1
1
0
3%

Risk and protective Factors
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Contact with the criminal justice system (3)

The table shows the outcome of involvement with the criminal justice system.

Outcome of Involvement
Numbers
M
F
Percentage

Caution
13
8
5
36%

Supervision Order
6
4
2
17%

Fines
4
2
2
11%

Probation
3
2
1
8%

Sentence
3
2
1
8%

Secure Accommodation 
2
2
0
6%

Deferred Sentence
1
1
0
3%

Suspended Sentence
1
1
0
3%

Care Order
1
0
1
3%

Treatment and outcomes
1

Reason for admission / problems / aims

All (100%) of the sample said the aim of seeking inpatient treatment was to become drug free.

Ambitions after treatment included:

· 4 wanted to return to school (11%).

· 8 identified further education (22%).

· 4 hoped to find employment (11%).

· 2 wanted to go to residential rehabilitation (6%).

· 32 aimed to reunite with family (89%).

· 15 of the subjects (41%) identified worries about continued drug use.

· 6 (18%) concerned they would end up in prison.

· 5 (14%) thought they would lose their family.

· 4 (11%) worried about their physical health.

Treatment and outcomes
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Adolescent Protocols

All but 3 (9%) followed the adolescent protocol.

The detoxification regime

Detoxification Regime
Completing
Not completing

Methadone non-pregnant
11
2

Methadone pregnant
0
1

Naloxone
11
2

Lofexidine/Clonidine
1
3

DF118
3
0

Methadone & Benzodiazepine
1
0

Clonidine and Cocaine
1
0

Treatment and outcomes
3

Length of stay

· Total length of stay ranged from one day to 7 weeks.

· Average length of stay 12 days.

· Only 9 (25%) experienced a planned discharge.

· 27 (75%) discharged themselves.

· 31 (86%) were discharged to H/A.

· A high percentage of clients gave boredom as a reason for the self discharge.

Conclusion

· Gender ratios differed from adult. Males may be more likely to be involved in the criminal justice system and females in the treatment system.

· Geographical areas play a part in the referral process.

· Number of services involved prior to drug use and referral to drug services  - Essential that traditional boundaries between health and social services, statutory and non-statutory services work together in providing a seamless, joined up service. The tiered model is intended to support an integrated service system. Tier three and four acting as a resource base for specialist opinion and work.

· Disparity between age of heroin use and presentation to services. Hopefully with the implementation of adolescent services this gap will close.

· Age of first onset potentially a risk factor in progression to heroin use.

· Many of the subjects exhibited psychological problems and a high percentage had self harmed. Reduction in adolescent suicide rates focusing on drug and alcohol abuse should have some impact.

· Family factors, many of the subjects described a disturbed childhood. Treatment programmes should therefore include family focused programmes and mediation (Liddle 1995).

· Almost all the sample had dropped out of school. Reintegration back into the education system is difficult. Effort should be made to keep young people in school in order to prevent the escalation of drug use.

· Peer influence appeared significant: All had, at some time, used drugs with their peers. Use of CBT as a intervention and targeted education and prevention.. Peer education programme.

· High percentage involved in quite serious criminal activity at a young age. All young people seen by YOTs to be assessed regarding drug use.

· Despite high detox completion rates, only 25% of the sample experienced a planned discharge. Perhaps shorter admissions for some are more appropriate.

· High percentage of clients were admitted in a rushed manner so adequate discharge plans were not arranged. Importance of pre and post discharge planning.
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