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Differential Diagnosis

The critical process of completing a differential diagnosis (otherwise known as classification) between mental health illnesses and addictive disorders can be improved with the use of a few simple guidelines. They are as follows:

Step 1
Check to make sure that you have no preconceived notions or biases about what the diagnostic category will be.

Step 2
Develop a time line with the client. This includes age of onset of problematic use of substances as well as symptoms of mental illness.

Results:
A) Timeline indicates that there is a probable preexisting mental illness

B) Timeline indicates that here is a probable substance induced illness

C) Timeline is inconclusive
	Notes:


Step 3
Ask client about mental health symptoms during periods of abstinence, including most recent and longest. Determine of the course of illness changed during this period.   (Hints: including periods in a controlled environment and, were they taking medications during these periods of abstinence?). 

Results:
A) Periods of abstinence indicates that there is a freestanding emotional illness

B) Periods of abstinence indicates a substance induces emotional illness


C) Periods of abstinence are inconclusive
	Notes:


Step 4 
Ask the client about the speed of onset for abuse/dependency
Results:
A)  The client’s response indicates a rapid movement from initiation to abuse/dependency
B) The client’s response does not indicate a rapid movement from initiation to abuse/dependency.

	Notes:


Step 5
Ask the client what they like about their substance of choice. Also ask how they feel when not using substances (Hint: Be cautious about over interpreting the effects of withdrawal)

Results:
A)  Client’s response indicates that he/she is self medicating a mental illness with substance use.
B) Client’s response does not indicate a direct connection between a mental health illness and a substance abuse disorder.

	Notes:


Step 6 
When possible; seek collateral information to confirm suspected diagnosis.
	Notes:


Summary of Steps One Through Six
	


