
What are the signs your child is using drugs? 
Sometimes parents have a gut feeling that something is going on in their child’s life, but they’re not able to put 

their finger on it. Many times it is normal childhood or adolescent behavior, but other times it is something much more 

serious. Because they are not familiar with the “drug culture”, some parents may be missing some obvious signs that 

their child has a problem with drugs or alcohol.  

You may think that your relationship with your child is such that they would confide in you if they had a drug or 

alcohol problem. Most likely they won’t. They themselves may be in denial about the nature and extent of their 

problem, and even if they were fully aware of the issue, drug addicts are still capable of feeling shame, and they don’t 

want to feel like they’re a disappointment to their family and long-time friends.  

 

You may think that you can get to the bottom of things just by asking your child if they have a drug or alcohol 

problem. Maybe you can, depending on the relationship that you’ve cultivated with your child over the years, but that 

isn’t likely since addicts are some of the world’s greatest liars. They always have an excuse, and no matter how flimsy 

the explanation, their friends and family will often drop the matter because they so badly want to believe that the issue 

is something other than drug or alcohol addiction.  

The most obvious signs that your child or loved one are abusing drugs are difficult to ignore. Are you finding 

drug paraphernalia such as baggies, rubber tubing, rolling paper, glass or metal pipes, syringes or empty bottles? Are 

you actually finding drugs – marijuana, powders, pills, powdery or sticky residue? God forbid they’ve had an overdose, 

where you find them unresponsive and difficult to rouse. But aside from these most blatant situations, what can you do?  

You need open your eyes and pay attention to your surroundings because there are some subtle, but telltale 

signs that may indicate that your child or loved one has a substance abuse problem. Obviously, because no two people 

are the same, and because we all change as we move from childhood, through adolescence, and into adulthood, the 

existence of one or more of these signs doesn’t necessarily mean that your child or loved one is abusing drugs, or that 

they are an addict. However, they are, taken together, a warning that you need to pay attention to. 

Start with their physical appearance. Do they look different? Has there been a deterioration in their grooming 

habits? Have they started wearing long sleeved shirts year round, perhaps to hide track marks if they are a heroin user? 

Do they have blood shot eyes or dilated or pinpoint pupils? Have they had a significant and sudden weight change? Do 

they have the shakes? Is their speech slurred or incoherent at times? Do they stumble or have trouble with their 

coordination? Do they or their clothes smell “funny”?  

Next, pay attention to whether your loved one has had a significant change in their personality or behavior. 

Have long time friends been replaced with a new group of people that you don’t really know and who you aren’t 

allowed to meet? Is your child’s bedroom strictly off limits, and does it smell like deodorizer or incense? Does it seem 

like they have sudden, unexplained, and confusing mood swings or changes in their personality? Has your outgoing child 

become sullen and withdrawn? Have favorite hobbies been cast aside? Have their grades fallen, and do they get into 

trouble at school or at work? Are they even showing up for school or work? Has there been a change in their sleep 

pattern? Are they suddenly lying to you all of the time? 

Finally, there are other subtle signs that your child or loved one may be abusing drugs. Has money, jewelry or 

other valuables inexplicably gone missing? Have you noticed that medication (either prescription or over the counter) 

has gone missing? Are they constantly using eye drops? Are you missing spoons or finding them in unusual places 

(spoons being commonly used by heroin addicts)?  

If you see these signs, don’t ignore them. Face the issue head on and recognize that there is at least a possibility 

that someone that you love and care about has a substance abuse problem. Armed with this knowledge you can talk 

with your loved one in an informed and intelligent manner and, if your worst fears are confirmed, you can take the next 

step of encouraging your loved one to get professional help on what will most likely be a long and difficult journey. 
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