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What is Inherited?
Genetics of Addiction

• Decreased “sensitivity” to alcohol and drugs (threshold for effect is higher)

• Prolonged response to alcohol and drugs

• More rapid acquisition of tolerance

• “Alcohol-preferring” rats have a five-fold greater release of brain dopamine 
in response to alcohol

• Greater “rebound” effect (withdrawal) after stopping

• Excess risk of toxic effects of alcohol, especially in the liver, brain, and 
pancreas 







ADHD and Addiction

Four-year prospective study of 15 year-old boys.
• 75% Unmedicated ADD boys started abusing 

alcohol/drugs (N=19)
• 25% Medicated  ADD boys started abusing 

alcohol/drugs (N=56)
• 18% Non-ADD boys started abusing 

alcohol/drugs (N=137)
• Treatment of ADD with medications reduced the 

risk of alcohol/drug abuse by 84 percent.
Adapted from Biederman J, et al. Pharmacotherapy of attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder reduces risk for substance use disorder. 
Pediatrics 104(2):20, 1999 



Dual Diagnosis

Mental Illness and Substance Abuse

• Psychiatric diagnosis is excluded if symptoms are due to 
direct effects of a psychoactive drug or general medical 
condition.

• Consider dual diagnosis if
• Onset of addictive disease in early or mid-teens
• Indiscriminate polysubstance use
• Frequent drug use despite engagement in treatment
• Client dislikes sobriety
• Mental health symptoms worsen over time.




