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Having been awarded a 2015 SSA Travelling Scholarship, I travelled to the United States on 8th 
June 2015 to visit Professor Susan Tapert and her research team at the University of California 
San Diego (UCSD) and to present my work to the lab team based there. I also attended the 
Annual Scientific Meeting of the Research Society on Alcoholism (RSA) in San Antonio, Texas, 
where I presented a research poster. 
 
The purpose of the visit was two fold, in that it provided an opportunity to meet and interact 
with researchers at the University of California San Diego, and to present my work at a 
prestigious International Conference.  The overall aim of the visit was to develop my 
understanding, knowledge, research approaches and applications and discover opportunities for 
these to be implemented into my current PhD research. It was also an opportunity to share these 
learning approaches and experiences within the wider team at the National Addiction Centre.  
 
 

University of California San Diego 
8th June – 19th June 2015 

 
 

                                                                   
 
 
The first part of my research trip was spent in the Department of Psychiatry at the University of 
California, San Diego (UCSD).  UCSD is recognised as one of the top 15 research universities 
world-wide. It has a number of collaborations with other institutions including the Veteran 
Affairs San Diego Healthcare System (VASDHS) which I was able to visit during my stay.  I was 
invited to visit the Aspire Centre, a residential treatment facility for veterans, which delivers a 
rehabilitation treatment program aimed at promoting recovery in service members, particularly 
those returning from wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.  I met Lorri Haase PhD who gave me an in 
depth tour, and described the treatment care model including substance misuse work. I was 
introduced to resident veterans and clinical staff and was also fortunate to meet with a peer 
support worker for the VASDHS who explained his role within the center and the programs that 
are delivered by peers. 
 
The Department of Psychiatry at UCSD hosts several large research projects, including the 
National Consortium on Alcohol and Neurodevelopment in Adolescence (NCANDA), an 
accelerated longitudinal study which aims to determine the effects of alcohol use on the 
developing adolescent brain and which includes neuropsychology assessments, alcohol and drug 



measures and magnetic resonance imaging (MRI).   I was able to develop my understanding 
around assessment approaches for this population and was also introduced to alternative 
measures of cognitive function, through the observation of data collection, both via 
neuropsychological assessment, clinical interviews and neuroimaging. 
 
I had an opportunity to attend the weekly lab meeting and present part of my PhD work about 
adolescent beverage preferences in the UK.  This led to an interesting and enlightening 
discussion drawing comparisons and contrasts in prevalence, patterns, intervention and policy 
between the US and UK.  This theme remained a feature in ongoing discussions with individual 
members of the research team, and these proved valuable in broadening my own knowledge and 
understanding around adolescent substance use research.  I was also fortunate to meet with 
Professor Susan Tapert, Professor of Psychiatry at the University of California and Chief of 
Psychology Service at the VA San Diego Healthcare System, to discuss both her own research and 
future projects, in addition to my own work and future direction. 
 
This visit provided an opportunity to meet and engage with a highly acclaimed research team 
that has research interests closely aligned with my own PhD project.  It also served to develop 
and broaden my understanding and awareness of research methods and approaches, some of 
which I had not considered previously. 
 
The chance to observe and learn, and to broaden my research skills and understanding within a 
group of leading, innovative researchers in addition to receiving personalised feedback was an 
invaluable learning and development opportunity. 
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The second part of the research visit was to attend the Research Society on Alcoholism (RSA) 
Annual Scientific Meeting in San Antonio, Texas.  This meeting provides an international forum 
for alcohol researchers to present their latest findings and to learn about research developments 
and future directions.  It is an excellent opportunity to foster new working relationships from 
across the addictions field and engage in numerous learning and development opportunities 
including; symposia, roundtable discussions and workshops covering new and/or developing 
areas of research in addition to the more ‘classical topics’ 

The conference provided a wide range of opportunities to hear from and engage with leading 
scientists within the addiction field.  Topics that I was fortunate to learn more about included: 
behavioural and structural changes in young adult heavy binge drinkers; gender differences in 



adolescent brain development; effects of binge drinking on the cardiovascular system; 
impulsivity and alcohol use in adolescence; WHO guideline overviews of brief interventions; 
current trends and future directions in the screening and assessment for DSM-V alcohol use 
disorder in young adults and differences in brain cortex related to age and sex. 
 
I also attended a symposia hosted by the UCSD research team that I had visited prior to the 
conference in which they presented the baseline findings from the NCANDA project.  This served 
as a great opportunity to hear this work summarised, in particular the methodology, and also 
opened up for discussion with other scientists.   

 

 

 
This part of my research trip served to provide an insight into the breadth of work within the 
alcohol research field.  I was exposed to studies, approaches and theories of which I had 
minimal/no prior experience and obtained constructive feedback and engagement with 
individuals from a variety of backgrounds proved an invaluable source of alternative views on 
approaches, methods etc. that I had not yet considered.  Presenting my research poster also 
helped to build my confidence around talking about my work and renewed my motivation in this 
respect. 

 

 
Overall, this research visit exceeded all of my expectations.  I feel that I have broadened my 
knowledge and understanding in several areas within the field. I have been honoured to have 
had the opportunity to listen to and engage with prestigious scientists talking about their own 
work and to receive constructive feedback about my own research which has already proved 
invaluable.  I am particularly grateful for the offer of continued support with my research studies 
and future career, which has equally provided opportunities for future collaboration between 
the National Addiction Centre and University of California, San Diego.   
 
 
I am grateful to Professor Susan Tapert and her team for their warm welcome and productive 
time at UCSD and to the RSA for the opportunity to attend and present my work at their scientific 
meeting.  Finally, I would like to thank the SSA for making this research trip possible and am 
eternally grateful for their on-going support and encouragement. 
 

 

 

Thank you  

 

As a part of this conference I was to present my research 
poster ‘Adolescent Beverage Preferences and Related Harms: A 
Latent Class Analysis’.  This opportunity brought with it 
valuable discussions and feedback around this work which 
was particularly helpful coming from a range of professions 
within the addiction field.  I was also able to meet with others 
who had used similar approaches in their work and share 
practice ideas and resources.  


