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“=  Position Statement

Considerations for the Clinical Nurse Specialist in Caring for
Patients with Substance Use Disorders (SUD)

Background

In 2022, an estimated 48.7 million people aged 12 or older (17.3% of the U.S. population)
met DSM-j5 criteria for having a substance use disorder (SUD), including 29.5 million
people classified as having alcohol use disorder, and 27.2 million people classified as
having a drug-use disorder (SAMHSA, 2023). Alarmingly, only a small percentage of
people are guided to medication assisted treatment (MAT) or to medications for opioid use
disorder (MOUD) (Lindenfeld et al., 2023).

A Clinical Nurse Specialist (CNS), in partnership with interprofessional team members, is
critical to identify people with SUD. The goal is to optimize patient-centered,
evidencebased care. A team approach and use of supportive resources may result in fewer
adverse events, better pain control, and improved pain outcomes.

NACNS'’s Position

The National Association of Clinical Nurse Specialists (NACNS) holds the position that Clinical
Nurse Specialists (CNS) ensure patient centered, safe, effective, evidence-based pain
management for all persons, including those with opioid or substance use disorders. Every
person with pain and substance use disorders should be respectfully treated for both conditions
using a multimodal and holistic, patient-centered approach (Turner et al., 2022).

Definition of Substance and Opioid Use Disorders

The American Psychiatric Association (APA) and Diagnostic Statistical Manual (DSM) defines SUD
as complex, cognitive, behavioral, and physiological conditions with uncontrolled substance use
despite harmful consequences (Brady et al., 2021). SUDs are chronic, relapsing brain diseases that
benefit from evidence-based treatments (Leshner & Mancher, 2019). Refer to the reference and
resource lists for detailed definitions and diagnostic criteria.

Scope of Practice

Pain assessment and management includes systematically assessing predisposing risk
factors and history of SUD, as well as common, co-occurring mental health disorders.
Knowledge about SUDs informs evidence-based treatment of painful conditions. CNSs
will remain informed about current research on management of coexisting pain and
SUD, along with benefits of MAT and MOUD to help individuals adopt healthy behaviors.

Every CNS should have knowledge to diagnose, to treat (within scope of practice), and to
coordinate follow-up to optimize SUD treatment. While national trends suggest low adherence
following MAT initiation (Stein, et al., 2022), direct communication and handoff with
outpatient treatment programs (OTP) may improve these outcomes.



Risk Mitigation Strategies

Risk evaluation and mitigation strategies are integral in promoting optimal patient
outcomes. Reviewing State Prescription Drug Monitoring Programs (PDMPs), prescribing
MAT and naloxone, and providing information about community-based programs are a
few strategies that can decrease misuse and disorder (Lindenfeld et al., 2023; Taylor,
Johnson, et al., 2021). The CNS should operationalize strategies within their healthcare
systems that support patients’ individual needs and preferences.

Implicit and Explicit Biases

Implicit and explicit biases are significant barriers that can lead to inadequate pain
management (Werder et al., 2022; Taylor, Lamuda, et al., 2021). The CNS can work at
systems levels to promote equal access to treatment. CNSs should be aware of the impact of
social determinants of heath on treatment of pain and SUDs.

Treatment

A patient-centered comprehensive approach to optimize SUD treatment should include
medical, social, psychological, harm reduction and rehabilitative services (Dydyk et al.,
2023; SAMHSA.gov, 2023). Treatment for co-existing pain and SUD can occur in both
inpatient and outpatient settings. Evidence-based medications for treatment of opioid use
disorders includes methadone, buprenorphine, and naltrexone (NIDA, 2021). CNSs
should advocate for the prescribing and education of naloxone use (Narcan).

Conclusion

The CNS is integral to the diagnosis and treatment of co-existing pain and substance use
disorders. This begins with a non-judgmental approach and comprehensive
understanding about evidence-based options for the treatment of acute pain, chronic pain,
and co-occurring SUDs. All CNSs should pursue education for identification, diagnosis,
and treatment of pain and SUD, and share this knowledge with RN colleagues
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Endnote:

In 2018, NACNS convened a Pain Management Taskforce of pain and addiction CNS experts to
comment on evidence related to pain management and substance use disorder. This 2025 revision
reflects updates from current literature and emphasizes the importance of engaging CNS advocacy
and expertise when treating co-occurring pain and substance abuse. Please refer to the companion
statement titled: Clinical Nurse Specialist Practice in Pain Management
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