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Abstract—Prior research has shown that minority groups experience greater levels of disability
associated with psychiatric and substance use conditions due to barriers to treatment. Treatment delays
are an important part of the overall problem of service utilization and access to treatment, yet little
work has been done to understand the factors associated with treatment delays among ethnic minorities.
This study compares African Americans, Caribbean Blacks and non-Hispanic Whites regarding their
probability of making treatment contacts over time, using a combined sample of African Americans and
Caribbean Blacks from the National Survey of American Life (NSAL) and non-Hispanic Whites from
the National Comorbidity Survey-Replication (NCS-R). Alcohol and other drug use disorders (abuse
and dependence) were assessed using the World Mental Health Composite International Diagnostic
Interview. Cumulative lifetime probability curves were used to examine race differences in treatment
contact. Cox regression analysis was used to test the association between race and treatment groups while
controlling for other potential confounding variables. Significant delays in making treatment contact
were observed across all disorders. However, no evidence of delays was found for racial differences. In
the multivariate analysis, race was not significantly associated with delays. However, comorbid anxiety
disorders were found to be a consistent factor associated with a faster time to treatment.
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Substance use disorders (SUDs) are among the most
common and debilitating mental disorders. SUDs are
associated with poor physical health, accidental injury,
homelessness, unemployment, and criminal activity (Robins

& Regier 1991). While treatment for SUDs is effective, only
a small proportion of people with SUDs seek or receive
treatment (Andrews & Henderson 2000). National epide-
miological and health services research show that, while
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African Americans have similar rates of SUDs compared
to Whites (Wells et al. 2001), they are less likely to use
treatment services (Wang et al. 2004; Alegria et al. 2002;
Wang, Demler & Kessler 2002; Sue, Zane & Young 1991),
and the disorders may persist over longer periods of time
(Breslau et al. 2005).

In addition to the numerous consequences of SUDs
on individuals and families (Wolf-Branigin 2007), SUDs
result in significant financial costs to the public system of
care (Mark et al. 2000). This is particularly true for ethnic
minorities. For example, African Americans account for
approximately 25% of the total drug-related emergency
room visits, even though they represent only 12% of the US
population (SAMHSA 2002). Emergency care is among the
most expensive and least effective way of addressing the
long-term care needs of persons with SUDs (Alexandre et
al. 2006).

The President’s New Freedom Commission described
in detail the racial, cultural, and ethnic problems associated
with service access, concluding that a higher burden of
disability among minorities remains because of treatment
barriers (New Freedom Commission on Mental Health
2003). Even for those who do engage in treatment, there
are often long delays between the onset of SUD and contact
with a treatment provider (Wang et al. 2004; Kessler et al.
2001). These delays are an important part of the overall
problem of service utilization and access to treatment, yet
little work has been done to understand the factors associ-
ated with treatment delays among ethnic minorities.

ETHNIC DIFFERENCES

A growing body of work on ethnic disparities in ser-
vices utilization can be found in the broader health services
research. However, important challenges remain with respect
to defining ethnic groups. For example, it is common to study
African Americans as a homogenous group (Breslau et al.
2005; Kessler & Merikangas 2004; Kessler & Ustun 2004;
Merline et al. 2004; Ma & Shive 2000). However, recent
research has suggested that Caribbean Blacks have
important differences compared to US-born African
Americans (Broman et al. 2008). For example, Bro-
man and colleagues (2008) found that older, divorced
African Americans had higher rates of substance abuse
and dependence compared to their Caribbean Black
counterparts.

In past years, assuming that African Americans repre-
sented a homogenous group was defensible. However, with
the growing population of Caribbean Blacks in the United
States (Logan & Deane 2003), aggregating all Blacks into
a single category may mask important differences in their
reasons for delays to treatment for substance abuse disor-
ders. Acknowledging the role of cultural differences is an
important factor in the study of the ethnically diverse U.S.
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Black population, particularly for structuring services and
systems of care (New Freedom Commission on Mental
Health 2003; USDHHS 2001).

TREATMENT DELAY

The time between onset of symptoms of a psychiatric
condition and initial treatment contact is a critical compo-
nent in understanding the patterns of service utilization and
access. Developing a better understanding of what factors
are associated with the receipt of service—in particular,
when services are received —can be particularly useful for
identifying key leverage points for increasing access and
utilization. This information can then be used to develop
targeted interventions based on cultural or demographic dif-
ferences, such as screening programs, that could potentially
reduce time to treatment contact for these at risk groups.

Previous research on treatment delays based on the
National Comorbidity Study (NCS) and the NCS-Replica-
tion (NCS-R) have shown longer delays to treatment to be
associated with more severe substance use symptoms, type
of substance (cocaine or heroin), and age of onset. Although
race was not associated with treatment delays, these studies
did not have the required sample size to provide an in-depth
analysis on race/ethnic differences. This is an important
consideration, particularly with subgroups such as Caribbean
Blacks, which have been shown to have unique presenta-
tions of psychiatric disorders. For example, Williams and
colleagues (2007) report that chronicity of major depressive
disorder was higher for African Americans and Caribbean
Blacks compared to non-Hispanic Whites. Moreover, fewer
than half of African Americans and Caribbean Blacks who
met criteria received any form of therapy. This underscores
the importance of looking specifically across a range of
disorders to understand possible differences in when
and how services are accessed, especially for the most
severe and disabling conditions such as substance use
disorders.

PURPOSE OF CURRENT STUDY

In response to multiple federal initiatives that have made
the reduction of race and ethnic disparities in access and
utilization of treatment services a priority (New Freedom
Commission on Mental Health 2003; U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services 2001, 2000; IOM 2001), this
study systematically compares delays in treatment among
African Americans, Caribbean Blacks, and non-Hispanic
Whites. Specifically, using nationally representative data,
it compares rates of treatment contact within one year fol-
lowing the onset of a substance use disorder, examines the
probability of making treatment contact over time, and tests
whether race/ethnicity is associated with timing of treatment
after controlling for other sociodemographic factors.
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TABLE 1
Summary of Subjects with Lifetime Substance Use Disorders by Ethnicity
Racial Comparison
NSAL NSAL
African Caribbean NCS-R
Disorder Overall American Black White XZZ, (p-value)
N=9,187 N=3426 N=1,581 N =4,180
% (SE) % (SE) % (SE) % (SE)
Alcohol Abuse 7.0 (.31) 6.0 (41) 5.8(1.8) 7.8 (.45) 7.9 (.019)
Alcohol Dependence 4.8 (.26) 3.7(41) 34(1.1) 5.6 (.34) 13.4 (.001)
Drug Abuse 4.4 (24) 3.8(.35) 3.0(1.2) 4.9 (.33) 5.7 (.059)
Drug Dependence 2.8(21) 2.5(39) 2.8 (1.08) 3.0 (24) 1.1(.58)
TABLE 2
Summary of Treatment Contacts within First Year After Onset of Disorder
_ Racial Comparison
NSAL NSAL
African Caribbean NCS-R
Disorder Overall American Black White xzz, (p-value)
% (SE) % (SE) % (SE) % (SE)
Alcohol Abuse N =202 N=57 N=23 N=122 2.0 (:361)
26.8 (2.8) 29.3(3.4) 13.4(5.9) 26.3 (4.1)
Alcohol Dependence N =278 N=22 N=10 N=25 6.8 (.034)
18.5 (2.4) 29.7 (3.4) 29.8 (26.2) 122 (3.0)
Drug Abuse N=162 N=44 N=12 N =106 0.1 (.958)
26.8 (3.9) 28.2(4.9) 27.5 2L.7) 26.2 (5.5)
Drug Dependence N=193 N=57 N=19 N=117 5.8 (.054)
24.6 (3.7) 38.1(5.5) 41.7 (38.1) 14.5 (3.8)

more years), age at onset of the given disorder (0 to 12, 13
to 19, 20 to 29, and 30 years or older), region of residence
(Northeast, North Central, South, and West census regions),
education (0 to 11, 12, 13 to 15, or 16 or more years), mari-
tal status (never married, currently married, or previously
married), and the presence‘ or onset of a comorbid DSM-1V
mood disorder (major depressive disorder, dysthymia, or a
bipolar disorder) or anxiety disorder (generalized anxiety
disorder, social anxiety disorder, post traumatic stress disor-
der, panic disorder, or agoraphobia without history of panic
disorder).

Statistical Analysis

All analyses were weighted with a combined version of
the NCS-R and NSAL weights in order to derive estimates
nationally representative of the populations and subgroups
of interest. Procedures were employed in all of the analyses
to properly adjust standard errors, confidence intervals, and
significance tests for the complex sample designs of the
NSAL and NCS-R.

Cross-tabulations were conducted using the PROC
SURVEYFREQ procedure of the SAS Version 9.1.3 software
package (SAS Institute 2005) to calculate the proportions
of respondents with substance use disorders, stratified by
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race/ethnicity and by sociodemographic variables, who had
made treatment contact by their ages at interview. This SAS
procedure uses the Taylor-series linearization technique for
calculating the complex-design based estimates of variance
and standard error. The 2 and corresponding p-values from
these cross-tabulations are based on the Rao-Scott chi-square
test, a complex design-adjusted version of the Pearson chi-
square test (SAS Institute 2005).

Survival analysis methods were used both to derive
the cumulative probability of making treatment contact
after substance use disorder onset and to assess potential
sociodemographic predictors associated with delay and
failure to make treatment contact. Respondents who had not
made treatment contact by the time of the interview were
treated as right-censored observations. Survival curves were
used to characterize the treatment histories of respondents
after onset of substance use disorder and to estimate the
probabilities of making treatment contact by a given time
after onset of substance use disorder. Specifically, cumula-
tive probabilities of treatment contact after substance use
disorder onset were estimated for each disorder and for
each of the three race/ethnicities from the corresponding
Kaplan-Meier survival curves (Hosmer & Lemeshow 2000)
by subtracting the values of each point on the curves from
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contacts among all the substance use disorders. Figures 2A-
D provides the cumulative lifetime probabilities of making
treatment contact for each disorder separated by race. This
set of figures suggests some variation across racial groups.
However, the wide confidence intervals (not shown) indi-
cate significant variability in these estimates, especially for
delays exceeding 25 years.

Cox PH Regression Analyses

Main effects. A series of Cox PH regression models
were specified to identify psychosocial and demographic
characteristics associated with delays in receipt of substance
use disorder treatment for each substance use disorder. Table
3 summarizes overall model fit statistic and rate ratios (RRs)
with 95% confidence intervals (CI) for each variable. RRs
greater than 1.0 indicate a faster time to making treatment
contact (relative to the reference group). RRs less than 1.0
indicate a slower time to making contact (relative to the
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reference group). RRs with a 95% CI that bound 1.0 are
considered nonsignificant.

Contrary to the central hypothesis of the study, race
was not significantly associated with delays in treatment for
any of the substance use disorders. For alcohol abuse, the
younger cohorts had a treatment time that was 2.5 times to
5.6 times faster than the oldest cohort (60+ years). The 45-
to 59-year-old cohort had a fast treatment contact time for
alcohol dependence (RR =2.0,95% CI = 1.7 — 5.8), but a
slower contact time for drug dependence (RR = .2, 95% CI
=.1-.7), relative to the oldest cohort (60+ years). Subjects
who were students or had 12 years of education had longer
delays for alcohol dependence compared to subjects with
the highest levels of education (16+ years). Education
was not associated with delays for other substance use
diagnoses. Other demographic variables (i.e., gender,
martial status, and region) were not associated with
treatment delays.
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TABLE 4
Associations Between Anxiety Disorders and Delays in Substance Use Disorder Treatment
Based on Cox Proportional Hazards Regression

Alcohol Abuse Alcohol Dependence Drug Abuse Drug Dependence
RR (95% CI) RR (95% CI) RR (95% CI) RR (95% CI)
Generalized Anxiety 7(1.3,2.1) 9(.5,1.6) 8(4,19) 8(3,24)
Social Anxiety Disorder 1.4(.8,2.2) 1.8(1.1,29) 1.5(7,3.1) 2.2(1.2,4.2)
PTSD 2.0 (1.17,3.6) 1.7 (1.1,2.7) 2.8 (14,5.8) 1.8(1.0,3.1)
Panic Disorder 1.1(.5,2.4) 1.0 (.5,2.3) 1.5(5,4.0) 9(.2,4.5)
Agoraphobia without
History of Panic 1.3(3,6.2) 1.1(5,2.5) 1.3 (.3,6.0) 4 (1, 1.6)

Note: Each model was adjusted for race, cohort, age of onset of substance use disorder, gender, education, marital status, region, and mood
disorder (time-varying). Each anxiety disorder was modeled as a time-varying covariate.

DISCUSSION

The results presented above should be interpreted within
the context of several limitations of this study. First, many
respondents with substance use disorders who had not made
treatment contact by their age at interview will subsequently
do so. Thus, lifetime treatment prevalence estimates based
on respondent status at age at interview are biased and tend to
underestimate the lifetime probability of initiating treatment
after disorder onset. This is particularly true with respect to
respondents with very recent substance use disorder onset
in which little time elapsed between their disorder onset
and interview dates. There may also be significant bias as-
sociated with recall of onset of SUD symptoms and time of
first treatment contact. As in any retrospective survey, the
farther back in time the subject is asked to recall events it
is possible that the less likely are precise estimates of actual
dates and events. It should also be noted that estimates for
alcohol and drug dependence may be slightly biased, as
the survey design of the CIDI required individuals to meet
both abuse and dependence criteria (Cottler 2007; Grant et
al. 2007).

Despite these limitations, this study adds important
information to a growing body of knowledge regarding
treatment delays and access to treatment for adults with
substance use disorders. The hypothesis that there would be
significant differences in treatment delay between Whites,
African Americans, and Caribbean Blacks was not sup-
ported. Specifically, no significant race differences were
observed in provider contacts within one year following the
onset of the disorder or the time to treatment contact over
the course of the disorder. Moreover, in the Cox regression
analysis, race was not significantly associated with treatment
delays after controlling for other potential confounding so-
ciodemographic and clinical variables. By combining data
from the NSAL and NCS-R studies, we were able to exam-
ine these patterns of service utilization using a nationally
representative sample that separately designated Caribbean
Blacks from the rest of the American Black population.

Journal of Psychoactive Drugs

These results do not imply that issues of culture, race,
and ethnicity are unimportant with respect to treatment
utilization for substance use disorders. More specifically,
although there were no observed differences in delays to
treatment, further research is needed to understand the type
and quality of services that are received following treatment
contacts. Treatments may not be culturally compatible,
which may reduce the clinical utility of the interventions
or increase risk of treatment dropout.

An interesting finding in this study that was not central
to the study’s main research objectives was that comorbid
anxiety disorders, but not mood disorders, significantly
reduced treatment delays. This provides some contrast to
an earlier finding using the NCS-R data alone that indi-
viduals with mood disorders had faster times to treatment
than those with other disorders, including substance abuse
disorders (Wang et al. 2004). Considering the complex
relationships between substance use disorders, mood, and
anxiety disorders, further work on understanding why certain
comorbid conditions are associated with longer or shorter
times to treatment is warranted. For example, the finding
that a mood disorder diagnosis does not predict shorter
times to treatment in the substance-using population as it
does in the nonsubstance-using population may indicate
that advances in depression screening and primary care for
depression are not reaching those with comorbid substance
abuse problems.

Overall, this study shows that only a small proportion
of individuals make a treatment contact with professional
service providers within one year following the onset of a
substance use disorder. These delays extend over the course
of the disorder, highlighting a significant need for services
that is associated with significant morbidity and health care
utilization if left untreated. While various sociodemograph-
ics are associated with treatment delays, namely age and
education, evidence was not found that African Americans,
Caribbean Blacks, and non-Hispanic Whites differed in their
time to treatment contact.
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