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Guide: How to Find a Treatment Center

Part 1: How to Start Your Search for a Treatment Center
Ready to seek addiction help? We guide you through the process, from how long to
stay to what insurance covers to choosing the right approach—for you
This is Part 1 in TreatmentMagazine.com’s six-part guide on How to Find a Treatment Center. Future sections
include: an overview of treatment therapy approaches, how to navigate insurance, how to decode the jargon, expert
tips for successful recovery and which outcome results to track.
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By William Wagner
September 21, 2020
The big ques on has ﬁnally hit your brain: How do I know if I’m an addict?
Or, How do I know if my son or my daughter is an addict?
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Or, How do I know if my husband or wife or friend is an addict?

Treatment Professionals

Yes, that one.
And then there are the inevitable followup ques ons, if the answer to the ﬁrst is Yes.
Now what? Where do I begin?
First, pause for a moment: Acknowledge you’ve just taken an important step toward addressing a possible addic on issue.
Congratula ons.
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Second, since you are asking this ques on, chances are quite likely that you—or your son, daughter, partner or friend—have a
problem. In that case, help is needed, whether the issue is alcohol or drugs like marijuana, opioids, meth or cocaine or a process
addic on/disorder in ea ng, gambling or gaming.
Arriving at this point of recogni on isn’t easy, and neither is the next step: ﬁnding addic on treatment, which usually means
loca ng a treatment center that’s right for you.
“The hardest part is fear—fear of the unknown, fear of whether it will work, fear of what people will think,” says Cyn
Cynthia Moreno
Tuohy, execu ve director of NAADAC, the Associa on for Addic on Professionals.
“But where do you want your fear to reside?” Tuohy asks. “Do you want it to reside in the unknown of going into treatment,
where the people are there to help you? Or do you want it to reside in not doing anything, where the progression of the disease
o en leads to death or disability?
“It’s a realiza on that if you don’t take this step, your life is going to be worse.”
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This treatment center guide—covering all the key aspects of the search process—is designed to help you make the most
informed decision possible and, in turn, improve your opportunity to achieve a posi ve outcome.



Begin Your Treatment Search
Ge ng started is half the ba le, and there are three important ini al steps to narrow your treatment op ons:
• Talk to your doctor: Seek out recommenda ons from a primary care physician if you have one, similar to if you were in need
of an oncologist or any other type of specialist. Your primary care physician knows your medical history be er than anyone and
is o en equipped to point you in the right direc on.

“

The hardest part is fear—fear of the unknown, fear of whether it will work, fear of what people will
think.”—Cynthia
Cyn
Moreno Tuohy, execu ve director of NAADAC

• Call your insurance company: Contact your insurance company for a list of providers in your network. If you don’t have
insurance, certain programs provide treatment regardless of your ﬁnancial circumstances. The Salva on Army, for instance, has
no-fee rehabilita on facili es throughout the USA, and if you live in a state that implemented Medicaid expansion, almost
everyone is covered in some form. TreatmentMagazine.com’s Find a Treatment Center search tool can steer you toward
reduced-fee and no-fee programs that suit your situa on.
• Verify accredita on: Make sure the centers you’re considering are accredited by the Commission on Accredita on of
Rehabilita on Facili es (CARF) or The Joint Commission (JCOH). Furthermore, check with the state to see if any complaints
have been ﬁled against the centers. You typically can do this through the state’s health and human services department. Be
mindful that centers that accept only private pay and not Medicaid or insurance o en are subject to less regula on and
oversight.

Select a Treatment Care Level
What level of clinical care is best for you or your loved one? Many treatment programs oﬀer several, and an intake professional
can help you make this determina on.
The levels include:
• Medical detox: For people experiencing extreme withdrawal from alcohol or highly addic ve drugs such as heroin, oxycodone
or hydrocodone, a detoxiﬁca on las ng, on average, ﬁve to seven days might be necessary before treatment begins.
• Residen al rehab: With this level of care, you’ll receive around-the-clock support and structure. The dura on of residen al
treatment typically ranges from 28 to 90 days. O en, insurance coverage winds up dicta ng the length of the stay.
• Intensive outpa ent program treatment (IOP): A er the residen al period, IOP provides a stable way to “step down” in the
treatment process. It also is u lized if the pa ent’s alcohol or drug abuse isn’t quite acute enough to warrant residen al rehab.
An IOP program usually involves full days of therapy at a treatment center.
• Outpa ent program treatment program: A er lower than IOP, outpa ent care calls for regularly scheduled sessions with a
treatment center counselor in addi on to support mee ngs in an organiza on such as Alcoholics Anonymous or Narco cs
Anonymous.

Review Your Insurance Coverage
A few rules of thumb when assessing your insurance op ons:
• Assess your plan’s addic on care: Make sure your insurance carrier’s addic on treatment coverage is on par with other types
of specialized care. “If it isn’t,” says NAADAC’s Tuohy, “confront them on that. And if they don’t give a sa sfactory answer, go to
the state insurance commissioner.”
• Calculate your terms: Find out what percentage of the fee is covered for outpa ent vs. inpa ent treatment.
• Talk to HR, if possible: If you have an employer-sponsored plan, leave it to the employer to advocate for full coverage. “It
helps to involve the employer,” says Peter Thomas, director of quality assurance for the Na onal Associa on of Addic on
Treatment Providers (NAATP). “They have more leverage than an individual. Take advantage of their greater leverage.”
• See if you can update your plan: Ask if there’s anything you can do to improve your coverage.
• If you think your insurance carrier is viola ng parity laws, seek from your state. Every state has an insurance commissioner.

Choose an Addiction Therapy Approach
The 12-step approach has been around for decades and is the pillar of many programs. Addic on treatment isn’t, however, a
one-size-ﬁts-all proposi on.
“Diﬀerent treatment approaches work for diﬀerent people—there’s no one way,” says Julie Anne Laser-Maira, MSW, LCSW,
Ph.D., tenured professor at University of Denver Social Work, clinical author and co-founder of Colorado Clinical Therapy.
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“You’re making a cake, but what ingredients you put into the cake, as long as you get a cake out at the end, doesn’t really
ma er. So much of the me we forget there are lots of ways of doing things.”



Whatever treatment methods you choose—and success o en comes from hi ng on the right combina on for you—do your
best to make sure they are evidence-based.
Some of the tried-and-true approaches are:
• 12-step facilita on therapy: At the heart of the 12 steps is the recogni on that you need to turn yourself over to a higher
power, whatever that power might be within the construct of your worldview. Making the 12-step approach work depends
heavily on being ac ve in support groups like Alcoholics Anonymous and Narco cs Anonymous.

“

Diﬀerent treatment approaches work for diﬀerent people—there’s no one way.”—Julie Anne LaserMaira, MSW, LCSW, Ph.D., professor at University of Denver Social Work

• Cogni ve behavioral therapy (CBT): Centered on helping pa ents build and apply coping strategies, CBT has proved eﬀec ve
in addressing alcohol, weed, cocaine and methamphetamine abuse.
• Dialec cal behavior therapy (DBT): A type of cogni ve behavioral therapy, DBT can help pa ents be er control wild mood
swings that lead to dangerous behaviors, including ea ng disorders such as bulimia and anorexia.
• Family systems therapy: Addic on is o en at least par ally linked to the family dynamic. Here, family members work together
to resolve conﬂicts that have contributed to substance abuse.
• Transcranial magne c s mula on (TMS): Depression can trigger drug or alcohol abuse. TMS is a noninvasive procedure that
alleviates symptoms of depression by s mula ng nerve cells in the brain via the genera on of magne c ﬁelds.
• Medica on assisted therapy (MAT): Par cularly prevalent in trea ng opioid addic on, MAT u lizes medica ons like
methadone and buprenorphine to tamp down the eﬀects of withdrawal and cravings. MAT is used in conjunc on with
behavioral therapies.
• Minnesota model: Also called the abs nence model, this approach combines the 12 steps with a team of addic on specialists,
including psychologists and psychiatrists. In essence, it treats the “whole person.”
• Wilderness: The wilderness model literally takes pa ents oﬀ the beaten path. The theory is that you beat addic on by
learning life skills in the great outdoors. In reality, the results can be dubious. Says Courtney Hunter, vice president, state policy
for the addic on nonproﬁt Sha erproof: “A lot of them don’t have the oversight that is necessary.”

Evaluate a Center’s Success Outcomes
With addic on treatment, measuring outcomes remains murky. “Unfortunately, there are more things to look out for as red
ﬂags than valuable informa on,” says Thomas. “If the providers are claiming they have a 90% success rate, you need to know
how they got to those numbers. It’s not realis c to have that high of a success rate. How are they deﬁning success?”
In other words, if the outcomes seem too good to be true, pull back the curtain and take a look at the center’s methodology.
Although there isn’t yet a reliable industrywide resource for measuring treatment center success rates, most individual facili es
maintain their own data. The quality of this informa on, however, can vary widely from center to center. For instance, consider
if the center is measuring success based on whether a pa ent has remained clean and sober two days a er ﬁnishing treatment
or 90 days. The longer the outcome windows the be er, but those are hard to ﬁnd.

“

If the providers are claiming they have a 90% success rate, you need to know how they got to those
numbers.”—Peter Thomas, director of quality assurance, Na onal Associa on of Addic on
Treatment Providers

For context, consider this anecdotal percentage of success cited by Laser-Maira for what to expect. “It’s very hard to ﬁnd good
stats on outcomes for longer periods of me. The old school thought is that if you go to a treatment facility it’s a 30/30/30,”
she says. “They’ll talk about if you go into a facility for a 30-day treatment, there’s 30% of the folks who will actually learn to
deal with their substance issue in a be er way and will be done. Another one-third will have some momentary good outcomes,
but then they will substance abuse again. And the other 30% basically says, ‘Screw it, this was hell on wheels to be here for 30
days, I need a drink.’”
The lack of industry data is an ongoing challenge to treatment center evalua on. We at TreatmentMagazine.com do not accept
this as status quo and are commi ed to using this pla orm to do our part to help elevate and improve treatment outcomes,
through inves ga ve journalism and industry advocacy and innova on.

Questions to Ask Addiction Treatment Professionals
Don’t be shy about peppering a center’s staﬀ and clinicians with ques ons—in fact, come armed with them.
Among the ques ons to ask:
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Q: Are all the counselors speciﬁcally trained in addic on treatment?



Q: If it’s an adolescent who’s being treated, are the counselors trained in younger-age addic on issues?
Q: What is the leadership structure? “You want to see if they have been in business for a while and understand addic on
services,” says Tuohy. “Things tend to go from the top down.”
Q: How frequently are drug screenings done?
Q: Are outcome reports available?
Q: Are evidence-based treatments being used?
Q: Are there family therapy programs? If so, who runs them? “Some treatment centers will s ck anyone in there to do family
educa on,” Tuohy says.
Q: Is there an a ercare support model? For instance: Are pa ents being referred to support mechanisms upon leaving
treatment? Is there an alumni group? Are sober-living homes an op on?
Q: What partnerships exist with other providers to provide the full con nuum of care?
Q: If you’re admi ng a minor, whether voluntarily or involuntarily, can you get a signed release of informa on so that you can
confer with the counselors?
And as to what to ask yourself or your loved one once you’ve go en past those key ques ons? That’s a bit tricky. Thomas
advises not to overthink it: “My ﬁrst ins nct is that addic on can be self-deceiving. If someone gets to a place where they want
to seek treatment, it may be best to not ques on it too much.”
We invite you to continue on to the next installment in our six-part series on How to Find a Treatment Center. Next
up is Part 2: How Treatment Center Insurance Coverage Works, o ering expert insights and accessible information
on how to navigate the ins and outs of insurance and treatment.
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