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THE FIRST TIME
The first time someone uses drugs, they usually do not think about the reasons they do so, or the possible results of their actions.  Rather, the initial use of drugs is often an impulsive response to a given situation, such as the availability of drugs and the person’s state-of-mind at that time.  People seldom give much thought about the potential for drug abuse or addiction.
ABUSE AND ADDICTION

The failure to think through first-time use of drugs is the main reason why people go on to drug abuse and addiction.  Every time someone uses drugs, they are building a “pattern of dependency.”  That is, they become used to – and dependent upon – the drug’s effects on their mind and body.  This psychological or physical “need” for a drug is “addiction.”

THE FIRST STEP TO ADDICTION

Everyone who ever has been addicted to drugs tried a drug once, and then continued to use it; or, their first try at one drug led them to use other drugs to experience their effects.  There are many reasons why people try drugs and then continue to use them.

CURIOSITY

Curiosity about the effects of drugs causes some people to experiment with them to see what their effects are like.  For example, a teenager may smoke pot to experience the high he or she has heard about.

MIMICRY

Many people use drugs to copy other people’s behaviors.  They see their parents, friends, athletes or other “role models” using drugs and imitate them.  For example, children whose parents use tobacco or alcohol are more likely to use them than are those children whose parents do not use these substances.
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REBELLION

Since the use of most drugs is illegal, some people use them to rebel against authority.  They see drug use as a way to show disapproval for parental, social or governmental rules, and to express their independence.  For example, some youth gangs sell crack/cocaine, meth, marijuana or other drugs, or use drugs in their rituals.

PEER PRESSURE

The desire to be part of the group is strong in adolescence, and the pressure peers exert to conform to their standards of behavior can be difficult to refuse.  Generally, people whose friends use drugs are likely to use them, too.  For example, some male college students who pledge a fraternity may be expected to drink alcohol as part of their initiation.

LOW SELF-ESTEEM

Poor self-image is a main character trait of drug abusers.  People who harbor negative self-thoughts and feelings such as rejection, worthlessness, hopelessness, inadequacy or depression may turn to drugs to relieve their pain.  For example, an abused or neglected child may use inhalants to escape reality.

WEIGHT CONTROL

Society puts much emphasis on being thin.  Rather than eat a proper diet and exercising, some people use drugs to compensate for their lack of self-control around food.  For example, women may smoke cigarettes or take amphetamines to lose weight or control their eating habits.

STRESS

The demands of life sometimes seem overwhelming.  Stress can result when someone is unable to perform at a level that is too high for him or her to sustain.  People who must find ways to perform at too-high-a-level may abuse drugs to help them maintain their energy.  For example, a single-mother who works a full-time job and attends night school may take cocaine to maintain her efforts.
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FAMILY PROBLEMS

Family problems are the main cause of drug use, abuse and addiction.  All families have problems, some more – or worse – than others.  Children may dislike their home environment, or parents may not know how to raise their children.  Whatever the exact reason, the person is unable to handle what is happening in the family and turns to drugs for relief.  For example, the son of an alcoholic father may also get drunk to cope with his father’s unpredictable behaviors.
WITHDRAWAL

Withdrawal is the suffering an addict goes through when abruptly stopping drug use.  Withdrawal symptoms (the body’s reaction to the physical “need” for drugs) are what make quitting so difficult.  Abusers continue using drugs as much to avoid pain as to feel pleasure.  For example, a heroin addict who wants to quit may be unable to do so because of the physical and emotional pain associated with the withdrawal process.

OVERCOMING ADDICTION

Just as there are reasons why people use and abuse drugs, there are reasons to overcome addiction.  At best, drugs offer only temporary relief from life’s difficulties.  They do not solve problems; rather, they create more of them.  That is why it is so important for people who “want” to conquer their addictions to understand “why” they first used – and continued to abuse – drugs.  By knowing “why,” the “how to” part of overcoming addiction is easier to understand and start.  For example, an athlete who uses anabolic steroids to perform better at sports may realize that the drug is causing harmful side effects, and decide to quit because his physical or mental health is at risk.
SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION
Because drugs can be addicting, quitting their use may mean getting help from a doctor or specialist in chemical dependency.  Persons wrestling with quitting their addiction to alcohol or other drugs and those interested in learning more about substance abuse may wish to visit these websites.

Center for Substance Abuse Treatment

www.csat.samhsa.gov
National Council on Alcoholism and Drug Dependency

www.ncaddnj.org
National Clearinghouse for Alcohol and Drug Information

www.ncadi.samhsa.gov
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