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The Adolescent brain – a work in progress
Giedd et al, 1999, Nature Neuroscience,     2, 861-863

Red indicates more gray matter, blue less gray matter. Gray matter wanes in a 
back-to-front wave as the brain matures and neural connections are pruned. Areas 
performing more basic functions mature earlier; areas for higher order functions 
mature later. The prefrontal cortex, which handles reasoning and other "executive" 
functions, emerged late in evolution and is among the last to mature. 

http://www.nimh.nih.gov/press/prbrainmaturing.cfm

Adolescent Development



‘Scaffolding’

Relevance to 
treatment 
planning also?

40 Developmental Assets
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Current use, but no SUD
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Distribution of Irish population aged 15 to 34yo by 
history of illegal drug use, 2019

Carew, A. M., & Comiskey, C. (2018). Drug and alcohol dependence, 192, 329-337

“It will not be appropriate to 
detoxify all opioid-
dependent young people. 
..severe dependence ….. 
multiple difficulties including 
mental health problems … 
may indicate that they may 
be more suitable for 
maintenance. The decision 
… should be made by a 
multi-disciplinary team”



YPP

•MDT
•Bio-Psycho-social assessment & treatment

•OST
•Counselling & Psychology
•Contingency Management
•Key working & Care Planning to address social needs

•‘Harm reduction’

Harm Reduction – Selling patients short?

Baseline 
Harm

Reduced 
harmIntervention Further 

assessment

OST in Teens - Does it work......?



Progression Month 3 to 6

In treatment at 3 months
N = 59

Completed Detox
N=14

Drop Out
N=13

In treatment at 6 
months
N = 53

48

Prison
N=1

Drop Out
N=1

Transferred to adult 
treatment service

N=2

Transferred to another 
YPP
N=1

Completed 
Detox
N=6

32

Characteristics of those 
with better adherence
•Two parents
•No children
•Heroin using partner
•No cocaine use at 
baseline

Treatment adherence Impact of OST on heroin use among Heroin 
Dependent Adolescents – BMC Pediatrics

• 12 month outcome for group of 39 patients who 
persisted with OST for the full period

%



“....but doctor, I’m 
not here about the 
weed. I’m only 
here about the 
cocaine”

Substances driving demand for addiction 
treatment amongst youth in Ireland
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• “…you just kind of have to realise you
are just ruining your own life ‘cos I
really was ruining my life like I
wouldn’t go to school, I would just sit
in and put debt on me head and get
just stoned. I didn’t care about
anything except smoking grass…”

16 yo
Prof Bobby Smyth MRCPsych 

PhD 2024
Dr Bobby Smyth PhD              

April 2019

Recent Trends YoDA Team

Family Therapist
Counsellor
Registrar
CNS
Consultant

Admin – 0.5WTE

Proposed additional members

HST
Senior counsellor
CNS
Outreach worker
Senior Social Worker

Possible Future additions

Occupational Therapist
Clinical Psychologist



• Work with teenager 
and caregiver

• Focus on lifestyle 
change
– ‘Happiness scale’
– Goal Setting
– Problem Solving
– Functional Analysis
– Homework
– Communication
– Refusal skills

Family & Multi-systemic Perspective

Dr Bobby Smyth PhD     Dec 2018



• OSF Chief funder wrote in The Wall Street Journal in 
2010 titled, “Why I support legal marijuana”

• Transparify categorized OSF as “highly opaque”, the 
lowest category of transparency saying that such think 
tanks “still consider it acceptable to take money from 
hidden hands behind closed doors”

• OSF was a funder of over 30 separate NGOs attending 
the recent CND meeting on drug policy in Vienna



Modus oporandi of drug 
legalization movement

GBD 2019_DALYs due to Cannabis use disorder 
10-24yo

Perception of regular cannabis use as posing ‘great risk’ in Ireland - changes 1995-2019
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Social media – positive spin on weed

“Health motives were found to be a strong predictor of Cannabis Use Disorder 
symptoms in college & high-school students” (Chabrol et al, 2020)
“Conclusions: Public health messaging should be employed to minimize the 
potential adverse impacts of Cannabis Marketing Exposure” (Cohn et al, 2022)



“In conclusion, major news outlets communicate
a more positive message regarding marijuana
use than is warranted by current evidence.
A concerted public health response is needed to
counter the inaccurate information provided to the
public.”

Our AMA [American Medical Association]: 
(1) believes that cannabis is a dangerous drug 

and as such is a serious public health concern; 
(2) believes that the sale of cannabis for adult 
use should not be legalized
https://policysearch.ama-
assn.org/policyfinder/detail/Cannabis%20Legalization%20for%20Adult%20Use?uri=%2FAMADoc%
2FHOD.xml-H-95.924.xml

2023



1/ Warn that cannabis is a hazardous and addictive 
drug and a serious public health concern, and 
therefore discourages cannabis use. 

6/ Strongly oppose further legalisation across Europe 
as the weight of current evidence indicates that 
legalisation adds to health harms across the 
population.

Standing Committee of European Doctors (CPME) 
stated:

Residential Rehab – Aiséirí Aislinn 12 step model
Detox – Local GP visits 
regularly
Group
Individual
Family day
Counsellors  (some in recovery)
Nurses
Social Care Staff 
Horticulture, Drama, Art, 
Meditation
Sensory room
Visiting psychiatrist
Aftercare (for teens & family)



Challenges

• Psychiatric Co-morbidity

• Neuro-diversity – Autism – ASD

• Sort the recovery context (BEFOREHAND)

• Age range

• Gender mix

• Pro-drug context

• Family involvement – striking a balance….

Adolescents and Substance Use: The handbook 
for professionals working with young people

http://www.radcliffehealth.com/shop/adolescents-and-
substance-use-handbook-professionals-working-
young-people

“This highly practical manual presents an 
ideal introduction to adolescent 
substance use. It offers invaluable 
guidance for all professionals involved 
with adolescents including social 
workers, health and social care 
professionals, family support workers, 
teachers, counsellors, mental health 
teams, A&E staff, police and probation 
officers. The approach these 
practitioners take in dealing with the 
problem has considerable influence over 
outcomes”


