
Many people turn to substances like alcohol or drugs to ease emotional pain or mental health symptoms. This is
commonly called self-medicating, which means using temporary relief substances without medical supervision to
manage difficult feelings or mental conditions. While self-medicating can feel helpful at first, it often leads to a
cycle of dependence that worsens overall wellbeing.

In this article, we'll explain why self-medicating can seem to work initially, explore important concepts like co-
occurring disorders, and why treating only one condition often fails. We’ll also describe what integrated
treatment is and why it offers a more effective path forward.

Understanding Co-Occurring Disorders (Dual Diagnosis)
Co-occurring disorders, sometimes called dual diagnosis, occur when someone experiences both a mental
health condition (like anxiety or depression) and a substance use disorder at the same time. These disorders are
closely linked and can feed into each other, creating complex challenges.

For example, a person with untreated anxiety might start drinking alcohol to calm symptoms. While alcohol might
temporarily ease anxiety, it can also contribute to developing an alcohol use disorder, which then worsens anxiety
symptoms in the long run.

Anxiety + Alcohol Use Disorder

Depression + Misuse of Prescription Drugs

PTSD + Cannabis Use

In each case, the mental disorder and substance use disorder interact, making treatment more complicated but
also more necessary.

The Cycle of Self-Medication: Why It Feels Like It Works
Self-medicating often starts because people seek quick relief from uncomfortable feelings or overwhelming
symptoms. Substances can create a sense of numbness, calm, or euphoria initially, which feels like a solution.

How the Cycle Unfolds:

1. Feeling Unwell: Experiencing symptoms like anxiety, sadness, or intrusive thoughts.

2. Using Substances to Cope: Drinking alcohol or using drugs to reduce distress.

3. Temporary Relief: Experiencing short-term comfort or escape.

4. Return of Symptoms: Symptoms return, often worse than before when the substance wears off.

5. Increased Use: Using substances more frequently or in higher amounts.

6. Cycle of Dependence: Developing tolerance and possible withdrawal, making quitting harder.

This pattern explains why even though self-medication feels like it “works” at first, it actually traps individuals in an
ongoing cycle where problems compound.



Example: Sarah’s Story

Sarah struggles with panic attacks but doesn’t receive treatment. She finds that having a glass of wine helps her
relax and sleep. However, over time, Sarah needs more wine to calm her nerves, and the panic gets worse without
it. She’s caught in the cycle of dependence where alcohol no longer just helps—it's part of her problem.

Why Treating One Condition Alone Often Fails
When mental health providers attempt to treat only the substance use or only the mental health issue, many
patients find limited success. This happens because the untreated disorder continues to influence their wellness
and behavior.

Treating Substance Use Only: Mental health symptoms remain untreated, which can trigger relapse into
substance use.

Treating Mental Health Only: Substance cravings and withdrawal symptoms persist, complicating recovery.

Because self-medication is often a way to manage underlying mental health issues, ignoring either side leads to
incomplete healing.

What Is Integrated Treatment?
Integrated treatment means addressing both the mental health condition(s) and the substance use disorder
findatopdoc.com together, in a coordinated way. This approach recognizes that co-occurring disorders are
interconnected and require simultaneous attention for the best outcomes.

Key Features of Integrated Treatment

Comprehensive assessment for all mental health and substance use conditions.

Medication management tailored to both diagnoses.

Therapies that target symptoms and coping skills.

Supportive services like case management, family therapy, and peer support.

Relapse prevention plans that account for triggers in both areas.
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By treating the full picture, integrated care breaks the cycle of dependence and reduces the need for temporary
relief substances as a coping mechanism.

Short-Term Coping with Alcohol and Other Substances: Risks and
Realities
Using substances like alcohol to cope with mental health symptoms might provide short-lived relief but comes
with risks:

Worsening Symptoms: Alcohol is a depressant and can increase anxiety or depression symptoms over time.

Interference with Medications: Alcohol can reduce the effectiveness of prescribed medications.

Increased Risk of Addiction: Habitual use boosts tolerance and makes stopping harder.

It's important to acknowledge that while self-medicating is a common response, it’s a sign that professional help is
needed to develop safer, long-term coping strategies.

Find Professional Help on FindATopDoc
If you or a loved one struggles with using substances to cope or has symptoms of mental illness, there are expert
resources available. The FindATopDoc website offers a user-friendly navigation to help you:

Home: Start your search for qualified experts near you.

Find an Expert: Browse specialists in mental health and addiction medicine.

Blog Listing: Explore articles like this one for education and encouragement.

Integrated treatment approaches can lead to a more sustainable recovery, supported by medical professionals
who understand the complexities of co-occurring disorders.

Summary Checklist: Understanding Why Self-Medicating Feels Like It
Works Initially



Key Point Explanation Self-Medication Using substances for temporary relief from mental health symptoms
without medical guidance. Co-Occurring Disorders Mental health and substance use disorders happening
simultaneously. Cycle of Dependence Repeated use leads to tolerance, withdrawal, and escalating problems.
Treating One Condition Alone Often fails because the untreated disorder undermines recovery. Integrated
Treatment Combined approach addressing both mental health and substance use for effective healing.

Final Thought
It's understandable why self-medicating feels helpful at first—because it offers quick, albeit short-lived, relief. But
lasting wellness comes from addressing the whole person through integrated treatment. If you or someone you
know is caught in the cycle, reach out to qualified professionals who can guide the way toward balanced health
and recovery.


