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Introduction
People from all walks of life can experience problems with their 

drug use, regardless of age, race, background, or the reason they started 
using drugs in the first place. Some people experiment with recreational 
drugs out of curiosity, to have a good time, because friends are doing it, 
or to ease problems such as stress, anxiety, or depression.

However, it’s not just illegal drugs, such as cocaine or heroin that 
can lead to abuse and addiction. Prescription medications such as 
painkillers, sleeping pills, and tranquilizers can cause similar problems. 
In fact, next to marijuana, prescription painkillers are the most abused 
drugs in the U.S. and more people die from overdosing powerful 
opioid painkillers each day than from traffic accidents and gun deaths 
combined. Addiction to opioid painkillers can be so powerful it has 
become the major risk factor for heroin abuse.

When drug use becomes drug abuse or addiction?

Of course, drug use-either illegal or prescription-doesn’t 
automatically lead to abuse. Some people are able to use recreational or 
prescription drugs without experiencing negative effects, while others 
find that substance use takes a serious toll on their health and well-
being. Similarly, there is no specific point at which drug use moves 
from casual to problematic [1-3].

Drug abuse and addiction is less about the type or amount of the 
substance consumed or the frequency of your drug use, and more 
about the consequences of that drug use. If your drug use is causing 
problems in your life-at work, school, home, or in your relationships-
you likely have a drug abuse or addiction problem.

If you’re worried about your own or a loved one’s drug use, 
learning how drug abuse and addiction develops-and why it can have 
such a powerful hold-will give you a better understanding of how to 
best deal with the problem and regain control of your life. Recognizing 
that you have a problem is the first step on the road to recovery, one 
that takes tremendous courage and strength. Facing your problem 
without minimizing the issue or making excuses can feel frightening 
and overwhelming, but recovery is within reach. If you're ready to seek 
help, you can overcome your addiction and build a satisfying, drug-free 
life for yourself [4,5].

Risk factors for drug addiction

While anyone can develop problems from using drugs, vulnerability 
to substance addiction differs from person to person. While your genes, 
mental health, family and social environment all play a role, risk factors 
that increase your vulnerability include:

•	 Family history of addiction

•	 Abuse, neglect, or other traumatic experiences

•	 Mental disorders such as depression and anxiety

•	 Early use of drugs

•	 Method of administration-smoking or injecting a drug may 

increase its addictive potential

•	 How drug abuse and addiction develops

There's a fine line between regular drug use and drug abuse and 
addiction. Very few drug abusers or addicts are able to recognize when 
they've crossed that line. While frequency or the amount of drugs 
consumed do not necessarily constitute drug abuse or addiction, they 
can often be indicators of drug-related problems [6-8].

If the drug fulfills a valuable need, you may find yourself increasingly 
relying on it. You may take illegal drugs to calm or energize yourself or 
make you more confident. You may start abusing prescription drugs 

significance as other survival behaviours, such as eating and drinking.

Changes in your brain interfere with your ability to think clearly, 
exercise good judgment, control your behaviour, and feel normal 
without drugs [10].

No matter which drug you're addicted to, the uncontrollable 
craving to use grows more important than anything else, including 
family, friends, career, and even your own health and happiness.

The urge to use is so strong that your mind finds many ways to 
deny or rationalize the addiction. You may drastically underestimate 
the quantity of drugs you're taking, how much it impacts your life, and 
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the level of control you have over your drug use [11].

With the right treatment and support, you can counteract the 
disruptive effects of drug use and regain control of your life. The first 
obstacle is to recognize and admit you have a problem, or listen to 
loved ones who are often better able to see the negative effects drug use 
is having on your life [12].

Signs and symptoms of drug abuse and addiction

Although different drugs have different physical effects, the 
symptoms of addiction are similar. If you recognize yourself in the 
following signs and symptoms, talk to someone about your drug use.

Common symptoms of drug abuse

•	 Neglecting responsibilities at school, work, or home (e.g. 
flunking classes, skipping work, neglecting your children).

•	 Using drugs under dangerous conditions or taking risks 
while high, such as driving while on drugs, using dirty needles, or 
having unprotected sex.

•	 Experiencing legal trouble, such as arrests for disorderly 
conduct, driving under the influence, or stealing to support a drug 
habit.

•	 Problems in your relationships, such as fights with your 
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When your teen has a drug problem

Discovering your child uses drugs can generate fear, confusion, and 
anger. It's important to remain calm when confronting your teen, and 
to only do so when everyone is sober. Explain your concerns and make 
it clear that your concern comes from a place of love. It's important that 
your teen feels you are supportive [18].

Warning signs of teen drug abuse

As with adults, teenage drug abuse isn't limited to illegal drugs. In 
fact, teens are more likely to abuse prescription and over-the-counter 
drugs, including painkillers, stimulants, sedatives, and tranquilizers. In 
many cases, these drugs are much easier for teens to procure, yet they 
can have dangerous, even lethal, side effects [19].

While experimenting with any kind of drug doesn't automatically 
lead to drug abuse, early use is a risk factor for developing more serious 
drug abuse and addiction down the road. Risk of drug abuse also 
increases greatly during times of transition, such as changing schools, 
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