
Substance Use/Misuse 

 

Substance abuse and problematic patterns of substance use among youth can lead to problems at 

school, cause or aggravate physical and mental health-related issues, promote poor peer 

relationships, cause motor-vehicle accidents, and place stress on the family. They can also 

develop into lifelong issues such as substance dependence, chronic health problems, and social 

and financial consequences.1 

Substance abuse is the harmful pattern of using substances—such as tobacco, alcohol, illicit 

drugs, and prescription drugs—leading to impairment or distress with one or more of the 

following behaviors:  

 Recurrent substance use resulting in failure to fulfill major responsibilities at 

work, school, or home such as repeated absences, suspension, and expulsion 

 Recurrent substance use in situations where it is physically dangerous, such 

as driving while impaired 

 Recurrent substance-related legal problems, such as arrests for disorderly 

conduct that are substance-related 

 Continued substance use despite having persistent or recurring social or 

personal problems caused or worsened by substance use2 
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One of the most highly abused substances among youth in the U.S. is alcohol.3 Youth engage in 

binge drinking, a pattern of drinking that elevates the blood alcohol concentration to 0.08 percent 

or above, more than adults do.4 This can lead to risky and potentially harmful behaviors, and 

many times substance abuse (60-75 percent of youth with substance abuse problems) co-occurs 

with mental health disorders. 

Substance use, abuse, and dependence can negatively impact every aspect of an individual’s life. 

Child-serving systems need to intervene early in the lives of youth to prevent or treat abuse, 

support young people, and provide them with the tools to choose the right path. 

Warning Signs of Substance Abuse 

Many youth may show behaviors in adolescence that are indicative of substance abuse, but can 

also be considered normal behaviors while growing up. It is important to take notice if there are 

several signs happening at the same time, if they occur suddenly, and if the behaviors are 

extreme. The following behaviors in a youth might indicate drug or alcohol abuse: 

 Mood changes (temper flare-ups, irritability, defensiveness) 

 Academic problems (poor attendance, low grades, disciplinary action) 

 Changing friends and a reluctance to have parents/family get to know the new friends 

 A "nothing matters" attitude (lack of involvement in former interests, general low energy) 

 Finding substances (drug or alcohol) in youth’s room or personal effects 

 Physical or mental changes (memory lapses, poor concentration, lack of coordination, 

slurred speech, etc.)1 

Warning signs indicate that there may be a problem that should be looked into—not that there is 

definitely a problem. If there is suspicion that a youth is abusing substances, it is important to 

first speak with the youth to get a better understanding of the situation. The next step would be to 

have the youth screened for substance use by a professional (e.g., school counselor, social 

worker, psychologist). If there is no clear evidence of abuse, families should contact their 

primary health care physician to rule out a physical problem. If formal intervention is necessary, 

local substance abuse professionals should be contacted. In addition, it might be helpful to learn 

more about screening tools, prevention efforts, and treatments. 
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