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Being open with your therapist is a key step toward effective care—but when it comes to talking about substance
use, many people hesitate. You might wonder: Should I tell my therapist about my drinking or drug use? How
honest should I be, especially if I’m worried about confidentiality? This post aims to clear up those questions and
more.

Why Talking to Your Therapist About Drinking and Substance Use
Matters
First, a quick definition: substance use means using drugs or alcohol, whether occasionally or regularly, and not
necessarily meeting the criteria for a clinical disorder. Therapists are trained to help with all aspects of mental
health, including substance use, so bringing it up is crucial if it’s part of your life.

Here are three reasons to practice therapy honesty about substance use:

Helps your therapist understand your full picture: Mental health disorders and substance use often
overlap, and knowing about both helps therapists tailor care better.

Avoids incomplete or misleading treatment: If your therapist doesn’t know you are drinking or using
drugs, they might focus on symptoms caused or worsened by substance use alone, which can make progress
harder.

Builds trust: Being honest fosters an open, supportive relationship where you feel safe discussing challenges
and successes.

Understanding Co-Occurring Disorders: When Mental Health and
Substance Use Intersect
Co-occurring disorders (also called dual diagnosis) refer to having both a mental health condition and a
substance use disorder at the same time. For example, someone might experience depression and drink alcohol
heavily to cope. This is sometimes called the self-medication cycle.

What Is the Self-Medication Cycle?

The self-medication cycle happens when substances are used to reduce the symptoms of mental health problems
like anxiety or trauma. Unfortunately, while alcohol or drugs may seem to provide relief at first, they often make
symptoms worse long-term and create dependence.

Here’s a simple breakdown:

1. Feeling anxious or depressed.

2. Using alcohol or drugs to feel better temporarily.

3. Symptoms worsen over time, leading to more substance use to cope.

4. A cycle of worsening mental health and substance use continues.

This interconnectedness means that treating just one issue alone—like depression but not the alcohol use—often
fails to produce lasting recovery.



Why Treating Only One Condition Can Fail
If your therapist treats only your mental health without addressing substance use, or vice versa, here’s what can
happen:

Symptoms may persist: Continued alcohol or drug use can worsen mental health symptoms.

Relapse is more likely: Untreated mental health symptoms can drive someone back to substance use as a
coping method.

Missed underlying triggers: Sometimes, substance use stems from trauma or anxiety that needs
independent attention.

Research shows integrated treatment—care that https://www.findatopdoc.com/Expert/85024331-blog-
10/When-Mental-Health-and-Addiction-Happen-Together-Why-Integrated-Treatment-Matters addresses both
mental health and substance use disorders simultaneously—is the most effective approach.

What Is Integrated Treatment?
Integrated treatment means coordinating mental health therapy and substance use treatment in the same
program or therapeutic relationship. This ensures all parts of a person’s health are addressed together, reducing
gaps or conflicting advice.

For example, a therapist trained in integrated treatment might combine cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) for
anxiety with counseling on managing alcohol cravings. Or a care team might include a therapist, psychiatrist, and
addiction specialist working hand-in-hand.

Common Questions About Confidentiality and Honesty in Therapy
Many people worry about how their therapist might use information about substance use. Here are answers to
common concerns:

Question Answer Will my therapist tell anyone if I admit to drinking or using drugs? Therapists are bound by
confidentiality laws protecting your privacy, and generally won’t share without your permission, except in rare
cases like harm to self or others. Can being honest about substance use hurt my chances of getting help or



insurance coverage? Being honest actually helps get the right care. Therapists can recommend steps or referrals
that better suit your situation, including insurance-covered programs. What if I’m embarrassed or scared to tell
the truth? Therapists are trained to listen without judgment. Sharing your substance use experience helps them
understand and support you better.

How to Start the Conversation With Your Therapist
Talking about substance use doesn’t have to be overwhelming. Here’s a short checklist to help you prepare:

Reflect on your use: Think about what substances you use, how often, and any effects noticed.

Choose a comfortable time: Maybe starting in an early session or after building some trust feels best.

Be honest, but take your time: You don’t have to disclose everything at once — open the door gradually.

Ask about confidentiality: If in doubt, ask your therapist how they handle substance use information.

Explain your goals: Share what you hope to get from therapy, including managing substance use.

Example starter phrases:

"I want to be honest about something that’s been hard for me—my drinking."

"I sometimes use drugs to help with my anxiety, and I’m not sure how to handle it."

"Can we talk about how my substance use might be affecting my therapy?"

Using FindATopDoc to Find Specialized Help
If you’re looking for a therapist knowledgeable about both mental health and substance use, websites like
FindATopDoc offer a helpful directory. You can:

Navigate from Home to Expert sections to find providers specializing in dual diagnosis and integrated
treatment.

Browse the blog listing for educational articles about therapy honesty, substance use, and related topics.

Read provider reviews and verify credentials to find someone who fits your needs.

Final Thoughts: Honesty is Key to Healing
Sharing your substance use with your therapist is a sign of strength, not weakness. It gives your therapist the full
context to support you effectively. While it can feel intimidating, remember confidentiality rules protect you and
that integrated treatment offers the best chance for recovery from both mental health challenges and substance
use.

If you’re ready to take that step, use the tips above and know that many therapists expect these conversations
and welcome openness.



For more resources and to find therapists experienced in integrated care, visit FindATopDoc today.
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