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ADDICTION COUNSELING:  

SOME KEY COMPETENCIES 

 
 SAMHSA (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration) has recently 

published TAP 21 (Technical Assistance Publication) highlighting the knowledge, skills and 

attitudes (KSA) necessary for professional counseling in the addictions.   

The National Curriculum Committee identified four “transdisciplinary” foundations with 

eight practice dimensions encompassing 123 competencies. The committee designed an 

educational model that starts with the “transdisciplinary” foundation that rests on: 1. 

understanding addiction; 2. treatment knowledge; 3. application to practice; 4. professional 

readiness.  “Transdisciplinary” refers to all disciplines on the spectrum of professions involved in 

dealing with the addictions: medicine, nursing, counseling, social welfare, corrections, etc. The 

following areas of expertise are geared more specifically to addiction counselors with the proviso 

that specific treatment settings will have a greater need for some of the skill sets than others.  

The competency domains are: 1. clinical evaluation; 2. treatment planning; 3. referral; 4. client, 

family, community education; 5. documentation; 6. service coordination; 7. professional and 

ethical responsibilities; 8. counseling skills.  

 SAMHSA acknowledges that addiction professionals work in a wide variety of 

disciplines and settings; each specialty brings specific proficiencies, skills and levels of 

involvement with addicted clients.  TAP 21 places emphasis on knowledge and attitude in the 

eight designated areas of competency required as a foundation for understanding the addictions 

and developing profession-specific skills that will be useful and helpful.  Keep in mind, the TAP 

21 Transdisciplinary Foundations Model: understanding, treatment know-how, applications to 

practice, professional readiness. This issue of JNLA focuses on the first two legs, understanding 

(the addiction) and treatment know-how.  

 

 Understanding Addiction
1
: 

 

Competency #1: Understand a variety of models and theories of addiction and other problems 

related to substance use. 
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  Knowledge: a. know the terms and concepts related to theory, etiology, research 

and practice; b. be familiar with the evidence-based models from medicine, psychology, 

sociology and other disciplines; c. know how to access addiction-related literature for continuing 

education.  

  Attitudes: a. be open to evidence-based information that may differ from the 

prevailing model-in-use; b. appreciate the complexities in the field of addiction; c. have a 

willingness to form personal concepts through critical thinking. 

 

Competency #2: Recognize the social, political, economic and cultural context within which 

addiction and substance abuse exist, including risk and resiliency factors that characterize 

individuals and groups and their living environments.  

  Knowledge: a. basic history of illegal drug use, particularly in the past 50-100 

years; b. concepts of social, political, economic, and cultural systems and their impact on illegal 

drug-taking activities; c. research studies that identify risk and resulting factors in the substance 

use population.  

  Attitudes: a. appreciate the differences between and within cultures; 2. Sensitivity 

to gender and age differences. 

 

Competency #3
2
: Describe the behavioral, psychological, physical health and social effects of 

substance abuse on the person and significant others. 

  Knowledge: a. fundamental concepts of psychopharmacology; b. understanding 

various stages of substance use and abuse, e.g. initiation, intoxication, dependence, craving, 

withdrawal, relapse, recovery, etc.; c. the effects of chronic substance use on persons, significant 

others and communities within a social, political, cultural, and economic framework.  

  Attitudes: sensitivity to the multiple factors in volved in addiction and the 

addiction developmental process. 

 

Competency #4: Recognize Dual Diagnosis and the potential for substance abuse disorders either 

to mimic medical and mental health conditions or coexist with them. 

  Knowledge: a. signs and symptoms of substance use disorders that are similar to 

medical and/or mental health disorders and how they interact; b. those medical and mental health 

conditions that most commonly coexist with substance abuse; c. methods for differentiating 

substance use disorders from medical/mental health conditions. 

  Attitudes: a. be willing to evaluate the client with a mind alert to the possibility of 

medical, mental, substance problem or some mixture; b. be willing to work with people who 

have mental health conditions; and be knowledgeable about when, where and how to refer those 

conditions that are outside of one’s expertise; c. understand and appreciate the contributions of 

multiple disciplines to the evaluation and treatment process. 
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Treatment Knowledge
3
: 

 

Competency #1: Describe the philosophies, practices, policies and outcomes of the current 

scientifically supported models of treatment, recovery, relapse prevention and continuing care 

for the range of substance-related problems.  

  Knowledge: a. theoretical models of care: medical; pharmacotherapy; 12-step and 

other self-help; behavioral training; mental health; psychotherapy; relapse prevention, etc.; b. the 

philosophy, practices, policies and outcomes of the most generally accepted therapeutic models. 

  Attitudes: openness to new, evidence-based treatment approaches, including 

pharmacological interventions. 

 

Competency #2: Recognize the role and importance of family, social networks and community 

systems in the treatment and recovery process. 

  Knowledge: methods for incorporating and integrating familyh and social 

dynamics in treatment and recovery for optimal outcomes. 

  Attitudes: appreciate the significance and powerful role of various systems in 

facilitating or sabotaging treatment and recovery.  

 

Competency #3: Understand the importance of research and outcome data as well as their 

application in clinical practice.  

  Knowledge: a. sources of research literature relevant to the prevention and 

treatment of addiction; b. understand how to evaluate the relevance and credibility, benefits and 

limitations of research. 

  Attitudes: a. willingness to be open to new information; b. awareness of the 

importance of evidence-based treatment results.   

 

Competency #4: Understand the value of an interdisciplinary approach to addiction treatment.  

  Knowledge: a. the importance of communication with other disciplines; b. terms 

and concepts necessary for effective communication across disciplines. 

  Attitudes: a. desire for collaboration; b. respect for the contribution of multiple 

disciplines to the recovery  process; c. commitment to professionalism. 

 

Summary: 

 

 We have digested and summarized TAP 21, SAMHSA’s recently published monograph: 

“Addiction Counseling Competencies.”  The following areas and skills are highlighted: multiple 

theories of addiction; systemic effects, including family, community, etc.; diagnosis of co-

morbidities; knowledge of best practices for treatment and relapse prevention; readiness to work 

with clients with medical, mental as well as substance abuse problems; willingness to 

communicate across transdisciplinary lines; personal commitment to professionalism.  
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