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The first poll to examine certain attitudes toward addiction and recovery in New Jersey demonstrated widespread concern about issues surrounding addiction, but also brought to light misconceptions about treatment availability along with apparent inconsistencies attributable to stigma. 

The National Council on Alcoholism and Drug Dependence--New Jersey (NCADD-NJ) commissioned the Rutgers University-affiliated Eagleton Institute's Center of Public Interest Polling to survey statewide views about alcohol and other drug addiction. 

"The poll reflects how many of New Jersey's residents are touched by addictive illness, but it also reveals how many believe that if they themselves had the problem, they would easily find treatment," said John Hulick, NCADD - NJ's director of public affairs and policy. "The fact is that many would be frustrated seeing how limited the care is, if they could access it at all." 

The polling survey found that New Jersey residents overwhelmingly regarded addiction to alcohol or other drugs to be a pressing concern (90 percent called it either a very serious or a somewhat serious problem in New Jersey). At the same time, the survey showed many believe treatment is far more readily available than is actually the case. 

Nearly two-thirds of those surveyed (63 percent) said they thought they could easily find care for an alcohol or drug problem if needed. In 2001, the Substance Abuse Prevention and Treatment Advisory Task Force commissioned by the New Jersey Department of Health and Senior Services released a report revealing that such treatment is difficult to find; more than half of the adults (71,000) and two-thirds of adolescents (9,400) in the state who sought treatment were unable to access it. 

The task force directly linked the lack of addiction treatment capacity to the "managed care revolution" and recommended that insurance parity for addiction be legislated as a remedy. In the survey, almost four in five residents (79 percent) believed health management organizations and other health plans should insure alcohol and drug treatment to the same extent they do diseases such as diabetes or heart disease. 

The New Jersey legislature this fall will be considering parity legislation that would mandate insurance coverage for addiction on par with comparable medical conditions. 

A majority of survey respondents (58 percent) agreed that health coverage for addiction should last "as long as is medically necessary to achieve recovery." Thirty-four percent made a distinction between addiction and other illnesses and therefore thought restrictions on addiction coverage were appropriate. 

A majority of respondents (53 percent) favored the state increasing funding for alcohol and drug treatment and recovery programs, while 30 percent thought it should remain at its present level. These numbers were not affected by whether the subject had any exposure to addiction firsthand or through a family member or friend. 

There was considerable support among respondents (70 percent) for imposing an alcohol tax increase to generate revenue to be dedicated to additional treatment and prevention programs. A quarter of residents opposed raising the alcohol tax. 

Almost three in four surveyed said they knew someone who had a problem with alcohol or drugs. Of these, 28 percent acknowledged that a family member had the problem, and 2 percent identified themselves as having experienced such a problem. 

General findings. 

Forty-six percent who knew someone with an alcohol or drug problem said that individual was in recovery; 38 percent said the person they knew to have an alcohol or drug problem was not in recovery. 

The survey offered insight into the stigma associated with addictive disorders. The sample showed residents to be almost evenly divided on whether addiction belongs in the category of health problem (41 percent) or results from personal weakness (40 percent). Respondents who had been exposed to addiction through a family or friend were far likelier to view the problem as a health issue. 

In terms of recovery, the poll showed that 85 percent of the sample felt it was valuable to see and hear from individuals who had achieved lasting sobriety and were living productive lives. Yet, a contradiction appeared within the sample as almost half expressed ambivalence when asked to consider how they would respond to an individual they knew to be recovering from alcoholism or other drug addiction. 

These findings suggest that most residents are eager to have recovering individuals assume a public role but would be somewhat guarded if they were actually to meet someone in recovery (42 percent were unsure 4 about how they would feel about a person recovering from alcoholism; 47 percent were unsure when the person was recovering from drug addiction). 

Questions about drug laws and sentencing found solid opposition to the legalization of marijuana (57 percent). As for sentencing drug offenders, three-fourths of residents prefer a judge's discretion in cases of nonviolent drug possession to mandatory imprisonment for such crimes. 

Nine of 10 New Jersey residents would rather see first-time offenders who are addicted to drugs sent to a treatment center instead of jail. 

Hulick said the survey represented some hopeful signs, but also reflected the work that remains. He said, "NCADD-NJ is both heartened and challenged by the Eagleton findings. We're heartened that the public clearly identifies That alcohol and drug addiction is a serious problem in New Jersey and is solidly behind the policy solutions advanced by NCADD-NJ to address this problem." 

"Yet," Hulick added, "NCADDNJ remains challenged to educate the public that addiction treatment is not as readily available as it believes and to address the continued presence of stigma that is apparent in the public's ambivalence towards viewing addiction as a public health problem instead of as a personal weakness." 

Eagleton conducted the survey May 14-21, using a random sample of 803 individuals 18 and older.

