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Abstract
Structured intervention programs are an important resource for supporting people with substance addiction. Although evi-
dence suggests that they improve health outcomes, such as specific symptoms, less is known about their impact on patients’ 
ability to self-manage the consequences of substance addiction. The aim of this review is to scope outpatient intervention 
programs focused on the self-management of substance addiction consequences. Approach. This review followed the Joanna 
Briggs Institute (JBI) methodology for scoping reviews. MEDLINE and CINAHL (through Ebsco), Psychology & Behav-
ioral Sciences Collection (including PsycINFO) and Web of Science were screened to identify articles published in the last 
10 years. Only primary research was included. Out of 891 records, 19 were eligible for this review—12 randomized con-
trolled trials (RCT), 6 quasi-experimental study and 1 observational study. Those studies reported group interventions (10), 
individual interventions (8) and 1 mixed approach. The most common interventions were based on motivational strategies, 
relapse prevention and definition of active plans for risky situations. 10 studies reported positive effects. The identification 
of structured programs may support the development of new approaches focused on empowerment and quality of life of 
people with substance addiction. Programs to empower patients for self-management of substance addiction consequences 
are often complex and rely on health professionals’ commitment. Nevertheless, they are a feasible approach that seems to 
benefit patients managing chronic conditions associated with substance addiction.

Keywords Substance-related disorders · Substance addiction consequences · Addiction severity · Treatment program · 
Interventions

Introduction

Psychoactive substance use is common in most societies 
(World Health Organization (WHO), 2018). It is estimated 
that about 3.5 millions of Europeans used cocaine last year 
and 1 million are high-risk opioid users (EMCDDA, 2022). 
Europe is the region of the world with the highest alcohol 

consumption rate, especially in Eastern Europe (Griswold 
et al., 2018; WHO, 2018). Over the next few years about 1.2 
million people will undergo treatment for the use of illegal 
substances in Europe (EMCDDA, 2018) and a significant 
burden on health systems, caused by the high incidence 
and frequently chronic consequences of substance use, will 
increase.
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Substance use negatively impacts on physical, mental and 
social health of patients, families and  communities3. It may 
cause comorbidities, such as sexually transmitted diseases, 
chronic conditions related to risky behaviours or careless 
health surveillance, mood and anxiety disorders, functional 
impairment (including the capacity to maintain a job), social 
and family disfunction and suffering (Carew & Comiskey, 
2018). This set of complex and multidimensional problems 
can be defined as the “consequences of substance addiction”, 
and they compromise both health status and social function-
ing (Seabra et al., 2018).

Since the second half of the twentieth century, special-
ized care for people with substance addiction have been 
developed in many countries. Since then, users are often 
supported by health professionals in different specialized 
intervention programs, that include medication and/or psy-
chotherapeutic and psychosocial support. Access to this type 
of care has increased the average life expectancy of the pop-
ulation of substance users, meaning that today many users 
are older and have more comorbidities. These comorbidities 
result both from the greater number of years of consump-
tion, and from the ageing process itself. Despite the attempt 
that has been done by the health systems to promote a more 
functional and positive life for these people, they still suffer 
from social exclusion (Carew & Comiskey, 2018; Gowing 
et al., 2015).

Most of the available intervention programs focus primar-
ily on maintaining abstinence, preventing relapse, or improv-
ing the relationship with addictive substances by enhancing 
the ability to manage their use. Despite the well-recognised 
consequences of substance use and its often-chronic nature, 
increasing the capacity to self-manage these consequences 
still seems to be a less common focus for these programs.

Self-management is defined as the “intrinsically con-
trolled ability of an active, responsible, informed, and 
autonomous individual to live with the medical, role and 
emotional consequences of his chronic conditions in part-
nership with his social network and the healthcare provid-
ers” (Velde et al., 2019). This concept is particularly use-
ful to promote users’ engagement and responsibility, which 
is particularly important given the chronic nature of many 
of the consequences of substance use. Also, this concept 
appeals to a community context as it is in the proximity to 
the environment in which the person lives that the support 
can be most effective.

The development of training programmes to improve 
self-management of substance addiction consequences is 
recommended (Velde et al., 2019). Interventions targeting 
specific substance use consequences, such as anxiety (Erim 
et  al., 2016), depression (Spilsburry, 2012), aggressive 
behaviour and consumption impulse (Jones et al., 2016) have 
already been reported as effective, allowing for improved 
self-management of substance addiction consequences. 

The identification of available intervention programmes 
is important to understand their scope, structure, results, 
and limitations, which may inform the development of new 
programmes focused on promoting self-management of the 
consequences of substance use. The problem is that many 
times research and clinical practices does not entitle a group 
of interventions as “programs” with a structure (objectives, 
target population, number of sections, type of intervention, 
time of execution, outcomes, follow-up) and detail set of 
content interventions (Sousa & Sequeira, 2012).

In September 2020, an initial search on PubMed (Med-
line) and PsycINFO (APA) was undertaken, but no literature 
reviews focused on self-management of substance addiction 
consequences were found. We have also searched Cochrane 
Database of Systematic Reviews, the Joanna Briggs Institute 
(JBI) Database of Systematic Reviews and Implementation 
Reports, the Center for Open Science, and the PROSPERO 
platform. No registered protocols or completed reviews were 
identified. Only one review protocol with similar objec-
tives was found but it focused exclusively on substance 
abstinence.

This review aims to identify outpatient structured pro-
grams that focus on empowerment for the self-management 
of substance addiction consequences. The following research 
question was formulated, based on the PCC acronym (Popu-
lation, Concept and Context): What are the existing inter-
vention programs focused on self-management of substance 
addiction consequences for adults in outpatient services?

Materials and methods

This scoping review followed the JBI methodology for 
scoping reviews (Peters et al., 2020) and used the Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analy-
sis Extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) (Tricco 
et al., 2018).

Protocol and registration

The protocol was registered prospectively in the Open Sci-
ence Framework on  14th June 2020 (https:// osf. io/ bry9n/).

Eligible criteria

We have searched for English, Spanish, and Portuguese arti-
cles published between December 2010 and December 2020.

The search strategy included keywords based on PCC:

• Participants—Adults (more than 18 years), both sex, 
undergoing any kind of treatment in a drug addiction 
health outpatient facility (medication-assisted or non-
medication assisted treatments), with problematic use of 

https://osf.io/bry9n/
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all psychoactive substances (opioids, cocaine, cannabis, 
amphetamines, alcohol, nicotine), except caffeine.

• Concept—Structured programs or interventions to 
improve self-management and/or self-care of substance 
addiction consequences. The structure, objectives, con-
tent, time of execution, outcomes and existence or not of 
follow-up must be clearly defined.

• Context—Primary health care or community outpatient 
addiction units.

Exclusion criteria

Exclusion criteria were defined based on both population 
and intervention characteristics.

Population: all participants with the same psychological 
comorbidity; studies using financial incentives during or 
after completing the programs.

Intervention: interventions for inpatient units, even if 
continued in outpatient contexts; trials of pharmaceutical 
drugs; interventions not focused on improving self-manage-
ment and/or self-care on patients with substance addiction 
consequences.

Search strategy

An initial limited search of MEDLINE and CINAHL was 
undertaken to identify articles on the topic. The words from 
titles and abstracts of relevant articles and the indexed terms 
were used to develop a complete search strategy. The fol-
lowing databases were screened: MEDLINE and CINAHL 
(through Ebsco), Psychology & Behavioral Sciences Col-
lection (including PsycINFO) and Web of Science. We 
used Google Scholar and ResearchGate and contacted the 
author(s) by e-mail when full text access was not available. 
The search was conducted between  1st-  5th January 2021 
(see Appendix 1). The search strategy, including all identi-
fied keywords and index terms, was adapted for each source. 
Reference lists of the identified articles were screened to 
identify additional studies.

Selection of sources of evidence

This scoping review considered primary qualitative and 
quantitative studies, economic and mixed methods, experi-
mental and quasi-experimental studies, including rand-
omized and non-randomized controlled trials, before and 
after studies and interrupted time-series studies. Obser-
vational analytical studies, including prospective and ret-
rospective cohort studies, case–control studies, and cross-
sectional analytical studies were also included. We have 
decided to exclude gray literature to ensure the inclusion of 
only the most rigorous studies.

Data charting process

All identified records were uploaded into Mendeley and 
duplicates were removed. The decision process, including 
the selection of titles, abstracts, and full texts, was guided 
by the inclusion/exclusion criteria. Articles were screened 
by three independent paired reviewers (PS and GB and IN). 
In case of disagreement, another reviewer of the team was 
consulted for discussion (CS or RS). The review decision 
process is presented in a PRISMA-ScR flowchart (Fig. 1) 
(Tricco et al., 2018). Two independent reviewers extracted 
data using a pretested form to register all the necessary 
information, according to the objectives and research ques-
tion (Peters et al., 2020). This information is summarized in 
Table 1. All data can be found on Appendix 2.

Results

Synthesis of results

As shown in Fig. 1, 891 potentially relevant studies were 
identified. Of these, 873 were excluded since they were 
duplicated and did not fit the inclusion criteria. 18 studies 
were selected for this review, and 1 was included by screen-
ing the references of the articles. Table 1 presents the infor-
mation about the 19 articles that have been included.

Different types of studies have been identified: 12 rand-
omized control studies (RCT) (Amiri et al., 2016; Andersson 
et al., 2017; Carmody et al., 2012; Feldman et al., 2013; 
Ghasemi et al., 2014; Imani et al., 2015; Raes et al., 2011; 
Schuman et al., 2015; Tarp et al., 2017; Tiburcio et al., 
2018; Walitzer et al., 2015; Wüsthoff et al., 2014), 6 quasi-
experimental research designs with pre and post evaluation 
(Alfonso et al., 2011; Campbell et al., 2015; Khan et al., 
2020; Tam et al., 2016; Wieben et al., 2018; Wodarski & 
Green, 2015), and 1 observational study (McKowen et al., 
2018). Six of these studies were conducted in the United 
States of America (USA), three in Iran, two in Denmark, 
and the others in different countries. The mean age of par-
ticipants was 23–55 years old, with greater representative-
ness of the age groups 20–30 years (Ghasemi et al., 2014; 
Raes et al., 2011; Schuman et al., 2015) and 31–40 years 
(Campbell et al., 2015; McKowen et al., 2018; Wodarski & 
Green, 2015).

Structure of the programs

A total of 3410 different substance users participated in the 
interventions identified by this review. 5 studies explicitly 
focused on alcohol problematic users (Andersson et al., 
2017; Tarp et al., 2017; Walitzer et al., 2015; Wieben 
et al., 2018; Wüsthoff et al., 2014), 1 on methamphetamine 
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users (Amiri et al., 2016), 2 on patients under medica-
tion-assisted treatment with methadone (Feldman et al., 
2013; Imani et al., 2015) and the remaining 13 addressed 
polysubstance users. The articles identified 10 group 
approaches, 8 individual and 1 based on a mix of indi-
vidual and group approaches.

The most usual time frame for the intervention is 4 
or 8 weeks (four studies each). In the remaining studies, 
the interventions took place between 5–28 weeks. The 
most frequent number of sessions were 12, followed by 
8 sessions. In the remaining studies, the intervention ran 
between 5–40 sessions. The duration of each session was 
reported in only 12 studies. The most usual duration per 
session was 1 h (five studies), followed by < 1 h (three 
studies). The most frequent duration for the total interven-
tion was 12 h.

The main objective of the programs was to reduce sub-
stance use (nine studies), improve health outcomes (seven 
studies), increase treatment compliance (five studies), 
followed by diverse objectives such as improving qual-
ity of life, decision-making and social skills and reducing 
relapses and mental suffering.

Therapeutic interventions

We found a wide range of individual and group interven-
tions. They were delivered face-to-face, online (with syn-
chronous and asynchronous sessions), or in hybrid mode. 
The most prevalent aim of the interventions was to empower 
patients to better cope with addiction and to self-manage its 
consequences.

Cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT) underlies 13 of the 
studies and was the most frequent intervention, including 
the classical approach (six studies), web-based therapy (one 
study) and CBT techniques focused on emotion, anxiety, 
and mood (six studies). The second most used intervention 
may be designated as "Identification and definition of action 
plans for risk situations—triggers and desire situations and 
use of rejection skills" (10 studies). In third place, "Motiva-
tional interviewing—exploring motivation for change and 
personal responsibility" stands out (nine studies). Other 
interventions, in descending order of frequency include: 
'Relapse prevention' (seven studies); 'Psychoeducation 
(addiction and recovery, comorbidities and drug effects)', 
along with 'Goal setting' and 'Social support' (each with six 

Fig. 1  Study selection and 
inclusion process
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studies); 'Providing feedback' (five studies); 'Relaxation', 
(four studies); 'Decision balancing techniques' and 'Behav-
ioural counselling' (three studies). Finally, a group of dif-
ferent less frequent interventions can be found in Table 1. 
Strategies to encourage participation in interventions and 
programmes, such as phone calls, text messages and e-mails, 
should also be mentioned.

Outcomes

All studies report positive outcomes on users' health and 
quality of life.

In 10 studies there was a significant improvement in the 
experimental group vs control group with usual treatment 
after the final evaluation of the intervention program (high-
lighted in Table 1). The most frequent outcomes are: less 
substance use (Amiri et al., 2016; Campbell et al., 2015; 
Imani et al., 2015; McKowen et al., 2018; Wieben et al., 
2018; Wodarski & Green, 2015); improvement of general 
health (Alfonso et al., 2011; Ghasemi et al., 2014; Schu-
man et al., 2015; Wodarski & Green, 2015); more treatment 
adhering (Raes et al., 2011; Schuman et al., 2015; Wieben 
et al., 2018) and less depression (McKowen et al., 2018; 
Wodarski & Green, 2015).

In the remaining nine studies important positive outcomes 
were also achieved, including: less substance use (Anders-
son et al., 2017; Carmody et al., 2012; Tiburcio et al., 2018); 
more motivation to treatment (Wüsthoff et al., 2014); less 
depressive symptoms (Tiburcio et al., 2018); less anger and 
maladaptive behavior (Wüsthoff et al., 2014); more self-con-
fidence related to substance use (Wüsthoff et al., 2014); more 
relapse perception (Tam et al., 2016) and more compliance 
with treatment (Amiri et al., 2016; Khara & Okoli, 2011).

Most interventions were focused on alcohol or one other 
substance or the use of multiple substances. Only in three 
studies, we find interventions directed exclusively to a single 
substance (Amiri et al., 2016; Imani et al., 2015; Wieben 
et al., 2018). Some studies do not identity the type of the 
substance who they are facing, telling only “drugs” and, 
some of them distinguishes between alcohol and drugs.

Discussion

The objective of this review was to map the available evi-
dence about structured outpatient programs and interven-
tions for training self-management of substance addiction 
consequences. We looked for structure, objectives, target 
population, type of intervention, time of execution, out-
comes in different dimensions (physical, psychological, 
and social) and follow-up. We have found programmes, 
with a clearly defined structure, including 9 to 32 the-
matic sessions (Amiri et al., 2016; Campbell et al., 2015; 

Carmody et al., 2012; Ghasemi et al., 2014). The remain-
ing studies reported different therapeutic strategies or 
interventions aiming at specific goals.

Overall, these programs and interventions showed pos-
itive outcomes on self-management, self-care and qual-
ity of life. The studies without comparison with a TAU 
group revealed positive effects, such as less substance use 
(Andersson et al., 2017; Carmody et al., 2012; Tiburcio 
et al., 2018), more motivation for treatment (Wüsthoff 
et al., 2014), fewer depressive symptoms (Tiburcio et al., 
2018), less anger and maladaptive behaviour (Wüsthoff 
et al., 2014), more self-confidence (Wüsthoff et al., 2014), 
more perceived risk of relapse (Tam et al., 2016) and more 
treatment adherence (Khara & Okoli, 2011). On the other 
hand, interventions that were compared to TAU achieved 
important goals including improved health (Ghasemi 
et al., 2014; Wodarski & Green, 2015), less substance use 
(McKowen et al., 2018; Wieben et al., 2018), more treat-
ment adherence (Raes et al., 2011; Schuman et al., 2015) 
and less depression (McKowen et al., 2018; Wodarski & 
Green, 2015). These results strongly support evidence-
based practice and suggest the value of e-therapy interven-
tions with synchronous or asynchronous remote support 
from a therapist (Kelly et al., 2020; Sousa et al., 2020).

Since some of the articles did not explicitly present 
their methodology, we have faced some difficulties 
identifying the context in which the intervention took 
place. Concerning the concepts of self-management 
and self-care, we were able to identify the objectives 
that were directedly related to self-determination, 
autonomy, self-monitoring, empowerment and deci-
sion support, not only in most of the programs but also 
in single interventions (Grady & Gough, 2014; Long 
et al., 2018; Velde et al., 2019). We found programmes 
with different structures, mostly lasting four or eight 
weeks, with 1 h or less per session. This structure is in 
accordance with the proposal by Sampaio et al. (2018) 
for psychotherapeutic programmes but is shorter than 
other interventions for different psychiatric conditions 
(Liu et al., 2021).

Since the available literature suggests that elderly patients 
are a growing problem in treatment units (Han & Moore, 
2018), we expected to find a greater expressiveness of this 
age group. However, only two studies had participants 
whose mean-age was over 40 years (Amiri et al., 2016; 
Wieben et al., 2018). Labour issues, such as employment 
status and financial difficulties, were addressed in some 
studies (Campbell et al., 2015; Carmody et al., 2012; Khara 
& Okoli, 2011; Raes et al., 2011; Schuman et al., 2015; 
Tiburcio et al., 2018), although this information was absent 
in many of them. Employment is a key factor for quality of 
life and for self-management of substance addiction conse-
quences, so it is surprising that only a few interventions took 
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this aspect into account (Campbell et al., 2015; Ghasemi 
et al., 2014).

These studies identified a reduction in substance use 
regardless of type of intervention, type of substance used 
and whether it was directed at a single substance (Amiri 
et al., 2016; Raes et al., 2011) or multiple substances (Gha-
semi et al., 2014; McKowen et al., 2018). Multiple substance 
use is common and is a predictor of worse outcomes (Seabra 
et al., 2018), which justifies the need to develop interven-
tions targeting it because their prevalence is quite common 
and their neuropsychological action and functioning are sim-
ilar (Volkow et al., 2016). To face this need to help patients 
to deal step by step to multiple substances, is the reason why 
these studies highlight the applicability of CBT as one of the 
preferred theoretical references in substance use disorders 
(Mueller et al., 2012; NIDA, 2018). Others include inter-
ventions based on motivational strategies (McKowen et al., 
2018; Wieben et al., 2018), relapse prevention (Campbell 
et al., 2015; Imani et al., 2015), psychoeducation (Camp-
bell et al., 2015; McKowen et al., 2018), risk awareness, 
personal goals, decision-making skills, acceptance (Alfonso 
et al., 2011; Amiri et al., 2016; Imani et al., 2015), behav-
ioural counselling, and feedback sessions (Schuman et al., 
2015; Wodarski & Green, 2015), social support (Ghasemi 
et al., 2014; Imani et al., 2015) and relaxation and mindful-
ness (Alfonso et al., 2011; Imani et al., 2015; Walitzer et al., 
2015), which have been highly recommended (NIDA, 2018).

Limitations

Some of the exclusion criteria may have limited the scope of 
this review, namely: the inclusion of publications only from 
the last 10 years, the exclusion of grey literature, and the 
exclusion of all studies in which participants received any 
direct or indirect monetary compensation.

Conclusions

This review identified 19 studies that answered our research 
question and met our inclusion criteria. Four of them were 
structured intervention programs; the other reported a vari-
ety of organized therapeutic interventions. All the articles 
support positive outcomes for the identified programs and 
interventions. This data was reinforced by 94.7% of the stud-
ies with pre and post evaluation. The outcomes were ana-
lysed considering different dimensions, such as the physical, 
psychological, and social one.

The main objective of the programs was to reduce sub-
stance use, improve health outcomes and increase com-
pliance with treatment. There is growing evidence of the 
effectiveness of E-health interventions that complement, and 

sometimes even replace, face-to-face approaches. Computer-
based therapy and hybrid approaches may allow patients to 
enroll the intervention at their own individual pace.

The most common interventions and strategies were 
cognitive-behavioural therapy, identification and definition 
of action plans for risky situations, motivational interview, 
relapse prevention, psychoeducation, definition of goals, 
social support, feedback sessions, relaxation, decision bal-
ance skills and behavior counseling.

The most frequent outcomes were less substance use, 
improved health, more motivation and/or compliance with 
treatment, more self-confidence, more relapse awareness, 
less depression and less anger and maladaptive behaviours.

This review synthesises a wide range of interventions 
with positive outcomes and can be a resource for evidence-
based practice and the future development of systematic 
reviews. It presents evidence to support the development of 
a clinical intervention targeting the problem of substance use 
and self-management of its consequences and may contrib-
ute to stimulate a much needed social and political reflection 
about healthcare for people with problematic substance use.
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