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An Overview of Outpatient Treatment
of Adolescent Substance Abuse
Marc Galanter, MD

Linda Glickman, PhD
David Singer, BA

ABSTRACT. This paper reviews the literature on ambulatory substance abuse treatment for ado-
lescents, including brief intervention, Twelve-Step-based outpatient treatment, family-based treat-
ment, cognitive behavioral therapy, and pharmacologic treatment. An overview of socially and
culturally specific strategies is also included. The diversity of settings and approaches and combi-
nations of approaches in the treatment of adolescents is emphasized as are adaptations of
Twelve-Step and other group based interventions. Family-based and multisystem therapy, adapted
for substance using adolescents, is highlighted as a promising future direction of effective treat-
ment. doi:10.1300/J465v28n02_07 [Article copies available for a fee from The Haworth Document Delivery
Service: 1-800-HAWORTH. E-mail address: <docdelivery@haworthpress.com> Website: <http:/fwww.

HaworthPress.com> © 2007 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved.]
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Outpatient treatment for adolescent sub-
stance abuse takes numerous forms. This is a
product of the extent and perceived importance
of the problem, the many theoretical positions
within psychiatry and psychology, and the nu-
merous adult treatment approaches that can be
adapted for use with adolescents. Other factors
include the lack of a robust research base
clearly establishing what works, the fact that no
treatment approach can prove overwhelming
success, pressure from health insurers, and the
considerable federal money available for de-
veloping and evaluating new treatments. Al-
though there is a paucity of information on the

number and structure of the adolescent sub-
stance abuse treatment system, in 1994 781,000
adult and other patients were seen in outpatient
specialty settings; this represented 88% of all
patients seen in these settings (1). This large
number did not include those in self help
groups, and those seen by mental health spe-
cialists, general medical or social service pro-
viders. In 1995, 52% of outpatient substance
abuse treatment units for all age groups were
owned by not-for-profit entities, 31% were
publicly owned, and 17% were part of the in-
vestor-owned sector (2). Yetitis estimated that
only one in ten adolescents with a substance
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