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Abstract NIH-PA Author Manuscript



Waiting time is a contemporary reality of many drug abuse treatment programs, resulting in substantial problems for substance users and society. Individual and system factors that influence waiting time are diverse and may vary at different points in the treatment continuum. This study assessed waiting time preceding clinical assessment at a centralized intake unit and during the period after the assessment but before treatment entry. The present study included 577 substance abusers who were enrolled in a large clinical trial of two brief treatment interventions in a midsize metropolitan area in Ohio. Bivariate analyses identified individual and system factors that influenced preassessment and postassessment waiting time, as well as total wait to treatment services. Multivariate analyses demonstrated that longer wait time for an assessment is influenced by being court referred, less belief in having a substance abuse problem, and less desire for change. A shorter wait to actually enter treatment is predicted by having a case manager, being more ready for treatment, and having less severe employment and alcohol problems. The different influences present during the two waiting periods suggest that assessment and treatment programs need to implement system changes and entry enhancement interventions that are specific to the needs of substance abusers at each waiting period.
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1. Introduction Substance abuse treatment has been shown to be an effective response to multiple problems associated with drug abuse and dependence, providing substantial personal and societal benefits. For individuals, treatment leads to significant reductions in substance use, criminal activity, and psychiatric symptoms, as well as increases in employment (Farabee, Leukefeld, & Hays, 1998; Hubbard, Craddock, & Anderson, 2003; Simpson, Joe, & Brown, 1997). The resulting benefits to society include social, financial, and quality-of-life gains, including reductions in criminal activity and health care expenditures, reduced dependence on public assistance, and increases in employment earnings (Ettner et al., 2006; Koenig et al., 2005; McCollister & French, 2003; Zarkin, Dunlap, Hicks, & Mamo, 2005). To accrue these benefits, however, substance abusers must first enter treatment, a significant challenge in many settings.
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One of the factors impeding treatment entry is waiting time—the period when individuals seeking treatment are delayed in receiving services or even denied referral for a service of interest (Appel, Ellison, Jansky, & Oldak, 2004; Farabee et al., 1998; Rotstein & Alter, 2006). Waiting time has been described as “a function both of whether prospective clients can get into the queue and how quickly they get off the queue and into treatment” (Friedmann, Lemon, Stein, & D'Aunno, 2003). Waiting time has been characterized as the period between clinic intake and actual program admission (Schottenfeld, O'Malley, Abdul-Salaam, & O'Connor, 1993), as the time between brief and full assessment, and as the period between full assessment and treatment initiation (Best et al., 2002). More recent conceptualizations of waiting time have included the time substance abusers must wait to initially present for treatment services once they or others recognize a problem (Chawdhary et al., 2007; Rotstein & Alter, 2006).
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Given the potential benefits that result from attending treatment and the continuing problems associated with waiting for treatment, it is critical to establish an understanding of the factors that influence the cause and duration of waiting time for treatment services. This study is part of a larger National Institute on Drug Abuse-funded clinical trial “Reducing Barriers to Drug Abuse Treatment Services,” which was designed to examine the effectiveness of two interventions on linkage to and engagement in substance abuse treatment. The present study focuses on substance abusers who received assessment and referral at a centralized intake unit (CIU) and examines two distinct periods of waiting for substance abuse treatment: (1) the period between calling the CIU to schedule an assessment and actually receiving the assessment, and (2) the period between the assessment and the first clinical contact with a treatment provider. The study also considers the importance of these influences on total waiting time, which is the sum of preassessment and postassessment waiting. Bivariate analyses were first conducted to identify individual and system factors associated with each waiting period. Significant bivariate relationships were then included in multivariate analyses to identify the unique combination of factors that predict waiting time during each period. 1.1. Impact of waiting time
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The likelihood of treatment-seeking substance abusers actually entering treatment after assessment is often 
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