
 

YOUTH SUBSTANCE USE: PARENT RESOURCE 

Why do teens experiment with drugs and alcohol? 

If you suspect, or know that your child is experimenting with drugs and/or alcohol, it is important to understand 

what purpose or need the drug is fulfilling for them. By understanding why they are using it opens up an 

opportunity for you to explore other healthy ways to meet those needs with them. According to the Adolescent 

Health Survey (McCreary, 2013), the most common reasons that teens experiment are: 

1. Curiosity or seeking new experiences – A common reason for trying drugs is curiosity around the drug’s 

effects after hearing about it from friends or in the media. This is considered to carry a low risk for 

continued use as they are likely to only try it once or twice. 

2. To do better – there are a lot of pressures facing your child, including school, pressure to fit in, have 

friends, popularity, physical appearance, and athletic accomplishments. It is common for teens to use 

stimulants to help them stay awake to study or steroids to help them with sports. If your teen is using to 

do better, it is important to discuss where the pressures are stemming from and how they can be reduced 

without the use of drugs and/or alcohol. 

3. Something to do, to have fun – Adolescence is a time of risk taking and exploration which makes many 

teens interested in finding new ways to have fun. Boredom or lack of activities are common triggers for 

teens to begin experimenting with drugs and alcohol. Begin by exploring other activities where they can 

experience the same sense of excitement. If possible explore sport teams, clubs, or youth groups in your 

community that your teen can participate in with other teens. 

4. As a coping tool –Mental health concerns, including depression, anxiety or ADHD, are very common 

among young people who experiment with drugs. If your teen is using to feel better, the risk for 

continued use is higher as they often experience a positive change from how they usually feel, which is 

reinforced by the brain. It is important to open up a dialogue with your child, provide support and seek 

out mental health or substance use counselling services for your teen to access to support. 

5. To feel good – Drugs mimic or replace the chemicals in our brain that make us feel good, or happy, such 

as dopamine. The “high” experienced by most drugs is due to the rush of these feel good chemicals in the 

brain. Due to the rush of chemicals in the brain, someone who is using to feel good is more likely to 

continue using. Explore how your teen is feeling when not using, and seek mental health or substance use 

counselling services in your community for your teen to access support.  

For more information: 

Parenting: The Drugs Question (CARBC – Helping Schools) 

The Road Ahead: A Guidebook for Parents of Young Teens (heretohelp.bc.ca)  

Cannabis Use & Youth: A Parent’s Guide (heretohelp.bc.ca) 

What's the Deal? Talking with a Young Person About Cannabis (www.ncpic.org.au/) 

 

 

 


