
Continuum of Substance Abuse 

Alcohol and drug use is generally viewed along a continuum.  Individuals may begin at one stage of the continuum and remain 

stable there or may gradually or rapidly move to another stage, or even skip some stages. It is also important to note that 

individuals may be at different points on the continuum for different substances.  

Stage Drug Use Reasons Consequences 

Beneficial Use Pharmaceuticals, coffee/tea to 

increase alertness, moderate 

consumption of red wine, 

ceremonial use of tobacco 

Health, spiritual or social 

benefit 

Positive health, spiritual or 

social impact 

No Use None Personal choice, religious or 

cultural beliefs, health related 

concerns 

No health/social consequences 

Experimental Use Use is often only on weekends 

Limited to first couple of times 

person tries a drug 

Curiosity 

Peer/social pressure 

To rebel 

Minimal consequences: 

 occasional hangover

 gain status or friendships

 easy to rationalize

Occasional/Social 

Use 

Occurs one to three times per 

month or less 

Use is never in excessive 

manner 

Social 

Positive effects 

Minimal consequences 

Never severe negative results 

Regular Use Use becomes more frequent – 

may be weekly or even daily 

Sometimes occurs during the 

week: before work, lunch, 
breaks 

Sometimes stronger drugs are 
tried 

Person still using substance 

responsibly and in controlled 

manner 

Becoming fairly integral part of 

person’s life 

Friendships are developed with 
people who are using 

Most of their friends are doing 

the same thing to avoid 
boredom or have fun 

Role models or adults use in 

similar ways 

Social contacts change and 

more time is spent with regular 
users 

Less time with non-using 
friends 

Some negative impacts: 

 Begin being careless about

time, work, rules and

personal responsibilities,
relationships

 May experience more stress

 No major interference in any
area of life



Stage Drug Use Reasons Consequences 

Abuse or 

Problematic Use 

Use tends to become excessive 

Begins using higher doses due 

to tolerance, or trying stronger 

drugs or combining drugs 

A habit or pattern of substance 

use is developed and becomes 

the norm around which 
activities must revolve 

Use becomes a lifestyle 

preference to cope with 

negative withdrawal symptoms 

or avoid stress, feelings, 

responsibilities, family and 

other relationship conflicts 

(which have become 

increasingly frequent due to 
progressive drug use) 

Work/school 

performance/attendance/ 

drops 

Development of legal and 

financial problems as well as 

reputation as user and/or 
dealer 

Compromises personal values 

and/or health 

Addiction or 

Dependency 

Drug use becomes a 

preoccupation, and is the 
centre of any interaction 

Inability to predict or control 
drug use 

Periods of abstinence tend to 

be short-lived and very 
traumatic 

Activities other than drug use 
are avoided 

Extreme intoxication is 
common. 

Previously unthinkable 

methods 

of using the drugs become 
possible 

To feel acute chemical 
intoxication 

To avoid both physical and 

psychological pain of 
withdrawal 

To feel normal 

To be able to function 

To forget 

To medicate mental illness 

Serious negative consequences 
arise in many areas of life 

Person has difficulty 

understanding and accepting 

that drug use may be cause of 

many problems 

Physical problems: loss of 

weight, blackouts, sickness, 

uncontrollable behaviour like 

aggression, extreme feelings of 
guild and self-hate 

Illegal activities such as 
robbery or prostitution 

Avoids school, work, family, 
friends and users 

Isolation 

Key Concepts 

• Depending on the drug of choice, some individuals may move rapidly through the stages or even skip some stages

• There is loss of choice and control as drug use progresses

• The younger a person is when they choose to use/abuse alcohol and drugs, the greater the risk of abuse or dependency

• The only people not at risk are those who choose not to use drugs at all

Source: “Core Addictions Practice – Participant’s Resource Guide”; Fraser Health Authority, Vancouver Island Authority, Interior 

Health Authority; June 2008 



Common Warning Signs of Drug Use & Abuse Among Youth 
 
Changes in Behavior 
Behavioral change is usually one of the first visible signs of drug use. Some behavioral changes 
that may indicate your teen is using drugs include: 

• Poor academic performance. 
• Missing school and/or extracurricular activities. 
• Getting into conflicts or trouble at school. 
• Becoming defiant, uncooperative, or hostile (e.g., violating curfew, ignoring rules, lashing out). 
• Increased illegal activity or behavior. 
• Decreased interest in activities and hobbies. 
• Changing friends or social circles. 
• Isolating themselves from friends or family. 
• Acting secretive. 
• Newfound demand for privacy. 
• Lack of respect for authority. 
• Avoiding eye contact. 
• Complaints from teachers, classmates, etc. 
• Unexplained disappearances for significant periods of time. 
•  

Psychological Changes 
Because many abused drugs are psychotropic, personality or mood changes are also common 
signs of drug use. These include: 

• Frequent mood swings or emotional instability. 
• Extreme highs and lows. 
• Manipulative or deceitful behavior. 
• Decreased motivation. 
• Lethargy or low energy. 
• Memory problems. 
• Poor concentration. 
• Slurred or rapid-fire speech. 
• Laughing for no apparent reason. 
• Being unusually loud and obnoxious. 
• Being fearful or paranoid for no apparent reason. 
• Periods of drowsiness followed by periods of high energy. 
• Other unexplained changes in attitude or personality. 
•  

Health Problems 
There are many health issues that occur as a result of drug use such as: 

• Appetite changes. 
• Sleep disturbances. 
• Excessive thirst (known as cottonmouth and typically occurs as a result of marijuana use). 
• Nausea and vomiting. 



• Sweating. 
• Headaches. 
• Frequent illness. 
• Sudden weight loss or gain. 
• Coordination problems. 
• Nosebleeds (may occur due to the snorting of drugs such as cocaine). 
• Constipation. 
• Seizures (without a history of epilepsy or other seizure disorder). 
• Runny nose. 
• Shakes or tremors. 
• Accidents or injuries. 
•  

Personal Appearance 
People who use drugs often begin to neglect their personal appearance as a result of drug use. 
If your teen is in fact abusing drugs, you may notice some of these signs: 

• Poor hygiene. 
• Poor coordination. 
• Teeth clenching. 
• Bloodshot eyes. 
• Bruises, cuts, and sores (from falling, bumping into things, or scratching oneself). 
• Constant scratching (a common sign of opiate use). 
• Track marks on arms or legs from intravenous drug use. 
• Wearing long sleeves even in the summer (to cover up track marks). 
• Burns on fingers or lips (from joints). 
• Pinpoint pupils (a common sign of opiate use). 
• Smelling like drugs, alcohol, or other unusual odor. 
•  

Other Signs to Look For 
There are several other visible signs of drug use that you should look for if you’re worried about 
your teenager using drugs. These include: 

• Finding drug paraphernalia (e.g., pipes, rolling papers, needles, bottles, unusual containers, eye 
drops, butane lighters, smoking devices, cut up straws, mirrors, Ziploc bags, tin foil, weighing 
scales, balloons, aluminum foil wrappers, vials, capsules, etc.). 

• Finding drug residue or remains (e.g., seeds, stems, powder, etc.). 
• Smelling strong incense or perfumes within your teenager’s personal space (commonly used to 

hide the smell of drugs). 
• Missing medications, alcohol, cigarettes, etc. 
• Missing cash or other resources (i.e., valuable items which may be pawned for drugs). 
• Finding hidden stashes of drugs or alcohol. 
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