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INTRODUCTION

If you’re reading this, you must be worried about your teenager’s use of drugs or alcohol. Fortunately, you can do more than worry: You have the power to wage guerrilla warfare against the substance habit that’s invading your teenager’s life. Like guerrilla fighters, you can use unconventional tactics to defeat this enemy—substance abuse or addiction—which is larger and more powerful than your family. A Parent’s Guide to Teen Addiction shows you how.

This book focuses on practical information about everyday realities and techniques for helping your teenager. Rather than lecture on what constitutes addition, or how much substance use represents a problem, I’ll show you how to identify the unmistakable signs of drug and alcohol use, and pinpoint the problems with your teenager’s habit. Even when addiction is not involved, nonaddictive use or the simple misuse of a substance can still pose a problem. The “Tough Talk” dialogs throughout this book show examples of concrete, effective tools to get your message across to your teenager. You’ll learn exactly what to say and the specific actions to take so they can resume a healthy, substance-free lifestyle.

Though I am an addiction expert and the father of two teenagers, I know of no cure for teen addiction. I do, however, have the expertise that comes from twenty years of evaluating, treating, and being there for teenagers who use substances. Based on my experience, the facts and strategies in this book represent the most solid information on teen substance use, the latest insights from medical literature, and the most beneficial treatment plans for substance dependence. Perhaps most importantly, I share what I’ve learned from families who set out to help their substance-using teenager win their war against abuse and addiction.

LOVE IS A BATTLEFIELD

Obviously, it’s impossible to win this war if you don’t know who the enemy is. Always remember that substance use—NOT your teenager—is your adversary. You might sometimes forget this if, like so many substance-using teenagers, your child has been taking advantage of you. Knowing that you want to see only the best in her, she counts on her trusting Mom and Dad to turn a blind eye to her drinking, drugging, or addiction. Knowing that she can get away with a lot of bad behavior, she might even manipulate her bighearted parents into helping her get drugs or alcohol. However, you’re doing your teenager more harm than good by burying your head in the sand. To help her escape the control that substances have over her, you’ll have to stop being a softy, and start being her firm, hands-on guide along the healthy and life-affirming path away from drugs, alcohol, addiction, and even death.

If you want to help your teenager beat drugs and alcohol, you’ll have to work together with her as a family and use methods that may seem strange. The guerrilla techniques I offer sometimes contradict the received wisdom in the field of psychology. For instance, you might have to act decisively long before your teenager hits bottom. You might be forced to invade her privacy. It may also be necessary to temporarily abandon other priorities, such as her education, athletic ambitions, social relationships, and appearance, all in the service of fighting her substance dependence.

Like a guerrilla fighter, you’ll have to react quickly and decisively to changes in the behavior of the enemy: substance use or addiction. Your retreat must be strategic, designed to advance your mission and energize your family to fight another day in the war for your teenager’s health, well-being, and freedom from substances. You might, for instance, temporarily back off from your insistence that she go through the treatment that you and her clinician are pushing for. It may also be necessary, for the time being, to accept a setback in this battle in order to stay engaged with your teenager. Although alienating and perhaps causing your teenager to rebel against you might be inevitable during this process, at times you may need to act, or not, in order to preserve your relationship. Doing so lays the groundwork for an eventual victory over her substance use or addiction—when you get her into treatment and into a life free from her cravings.

THE BATTLE BEGINS

Helping families get their addicted loved ones into treatment was the subject of my first book, Helping the Addict You Love: The New Effective Program for Getting the Addict into Treatment (Fireside/Simon & Schuster, 2007). I found that each time I discussed the book with a new audience, the same questions would crop up: “Is it OK to snoop around in our 16-year-old daughter’s room?” “What can we do to help our 14-year-old who drinks too much?” “Can the law help us get our 17-year-old son into treatment for his heroin addiction?” “Should we allow our high school senior and her friends to drink in our home?” This book will help you answer these and similar questions for yourself—and to act on your answers.

Section I, “What You Need to Know about Teenagers, Drugs, and Substance Use,” lays out the facts of teen addiction and explains how to recognize a problem with your teenager. Section II, “Specific Substances and Problems,” details what you need to know about the substances—alcohol, cocaine, marijuana, etc.—that teenagers commonly use. Due to their similarities to substance addiction, a separate chapter describes eating disorders as well as sex and gambling addictions. Additionally, the last chapter in Section II discusses dual diagnoses, in which mental illness and addiction intersect. Section III, “The Best Possible Treatment,” provides information on exactly what to do about your teenager’s substance use: How to find good one-on-one addiction therapy; how to encourage your teenager to enter different sorts of outpatient programs and inpatient facilities; how to line up aftercare treatment and get her to stick with it.

Throughout the book, I’ve transcribed a series of “Tough Talk” dialogs to show how other parents, teachers, and coaches have spoken with substance-using teenagers in some typical situations. Parents whom I’ve counseled have asked me the same questions you’re probably asking yourself: “What should I do if my daughter denies everything? … Lies to me? … Blames the drugs or liquor on a friend?” Each dialog is an example of a positive, constructive conversation that you can have with your teenager. When a dialog strikes a chord in you, use it! Of course, you’ll want to tailor it to fit your specific situation.

Use the book as you need to. If your teenager is in crisis and you urgently need to know what to do, turn right to chapter 10, “How to Find Good Treatment and Get Your Teenager to It.” Not sure what’s up with your teenager? Turn to the “Warning Bells” chart in chapter 2, “Recognizing a Problem,” for help identifying the substances she’s using.

Or maybe you want the big picture in order to put your teenager’s problem in context: Start reading at the beginning of the book and you’ll gain a firm foundation to support your efforts. You might already have a pretty clear picture of your teenager’s condition and determined that it’s not yet dire. Before things get worse—and to prevent that from happening—get to know more about the particular drugs she’s using by turning to whichever Section II chapter deals with her substance of choice.

Like most parents, you love your child unconditionally: There’s nothing she could do that would make you stop loving her. If she crashed your car, you would rush to the emergency room to make sure she wasn’t hurt. If she were arrested, you would race to the police station to bail her out. Your love for your teenager is not a reward for her good behavior or high grades or athletic achievements. We love our children unconditionally—what angers and sickens us is the grip that substances can have on them.

Your success in helping your teenager into recovery can be the beginning of a new and better relationship with her. Although I remind parents that they ultimately can’t control their teenager, I assure them that they can often exert much more influence than they think. Time and time again I have seen parents cajole, manipulate, and even force their substance-using teenagers into treatment—for which they ultimately thank their parents. Do not give up. You are fighting the good fight!


SECTION I:

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT TEENAGERS, DRUGS, AND SUBSTANCE USE


Chapter 1

THE FACTS ABOUT TEENAGERS AND SUBSTANCE USE

When I was a boy of 14, my father was so ignorant I could hardly stand to have the old man around. But when I got to be 21, I was astonished at how much the old man had learned in seven years.

—Mark Twain

It’s natural for teenagers to test social limits on their way to becoming adults. As they start breaking away from their parents and defining themselves as individuals, they often become fascinated with drugs, alcohol, sex, and other temptations that are potentially harmful. I counsel teenagers who venture into this territory.

Experimentation with intoxicating substances can quickly lead to misuse and addiction. So, what’s addiction? Like many substance use and addiction specialists, I define addiction as compulsive behavior that a teenager keeps repeating despite negative consequences to his health, relationships, or performance at work or school. When that happens, he can’t easily stop what he’s doing—even if he knows it’s a bad idea.

For practical reasons, I deliberately define substance misuse and addiction in broad terms. Here’s why: If your teenager’s hurting himself with a substance, you probably don’t care whether or not he meets research criteria for substance misuse or addiction, or if his suffering qualifies him for insurance benefits. You just want to get help. In fact, when I work with teenagers and their families I generally don’t focus on diagnosis: it’s enough that their son is causing himself some harm—or potential harm—with a substance.

OTHER DEFINITIONS OF ADDICTION

Addiction has been defined in many ways to reflect various perspectives. You’ll find kernels of truth in definitions such as these:

From www.drugabuse.gov/publications/drugfacts/treatment-approaches-drug-addiction: “Drug addiction is a chronic disease characterized by compulsive, or uncontrollable, drug seeking and use despite harmful consequences and changes in the brain, which can be long lasting.”

From the American Academy of Pain Medicine, the American Pain Society, and the American Society of Addiction Medicine: “Drug addiction is a primary, chronic, neurobiologic disease, with genetic, psychosocial, and environmental factors influencing its development and manifestations … characterized by behaviors that include one or more of the following: impaired control over drug use, compulsive use, continued use despite harm, and craving.”

This book concentrates on drugs and alcohol, but compulsive behavior around sex and food is a lot like misuse of or addiction to substances, and teenagers sometimes become ensnared in unhealthy eating or sexual behavior patterns. Chapter 8, “Addictions to Food, Sex, and Gambling” confronts such problems.

WHAT’S THE PROBLEM?

I use the terms “substance use,” “addiction,” and “dependence” somewhat interchangeably because I just don’t think the differences among them are that relevant to your substance-using teenager. It’s more productive to focus on specific problems that are the outcome of substance use, rather than on categories created for health insurance companies and research studies. By keeping this in mind, you’ll avoid useless arguments about whether your child is an addict or is misusing substances, allowing you to move toward healing the damage to a person you care about.

The best thing to do when you know your teenager is experimenting with drugs or alcohol is to start talking about it. Initiate your conversations from a neutral perspective and focus on real-life problems instead of labels.

Tough Talk Dialog: “Dad, I’m Fine.”








	Hank:
	So, how are you feeling this morning?



	Laura:
	Fine, Dad. I’m fine.



	Hank:
	I doubt it. After the way you looked last night, you must be hungover.



	Laura:
	Are you mad?



	Hank:
	I’m more worried, really. Even though you’re a senior I want to know if there’s anything I need to be really worried about—did you put yourself in danger last night?



	Laura:
	Nope, I don’t think so….



	Hank:
	What happened?



	Laura:
	Promise you won’t be mad?



	Hank:
	Can’t promise that, but I can try. It’s really important that you and I understand each other about this.



	Laura:
	Well, Janie’s mother wasn’t home, so we all drank beers at her house. I think I maybe had five or six.



	Hank:
	How did you get home?



	Laura:
	Ellen’s sister came and dropped us all off—she hadn’t been drinking, Dad, so don’t worry.



	Hank:
	Well, OK. Were there any boys at the house?



	Laura:
	No. What does that matter?



	Hank:
	I worry that you could put yourself in danger—that a guy could take advantage of you when you’re drunk.



	Laura:
	Dad!



	Hank:
	It happens, you know. (Hugs Laura.)





In this conversation, Laura’s father walks the tightrope that most, if not all, parents walk. While trying not to condone his daughter’s behavior, he must acknowledge that substances can be used in a variety of ways, some terrifyingly dangerous and some relatively safe. He never agrees with Laura’s choice to get drunk, but he does tacitly acknowledge that she has set clear limits about driving while intoxicated and putting herself in a vulnerable position with men. Although other dangers certainly exist—alcohol poisoning and the risk of addiction not least among them—Hank agrees with Laura’s focus on the two potential dangers that seem to him most relevant to her situation. As a high school senior who will be going to college next year, she should be treated differently than if she were an eighth grader who came home drunk.

WHAT’S MY TEENAGER USING? HOW ADDICTIVE IS IT?

A yearly survey, done since 1975, of drug and alcohol use by high school and college students called “Monitoring the Future” shows that as of 2015 teenagers have started using more of certain addictive substances, while their use of others has plateaued. Among the 44,900 high school students surveyed at 382 secondary schools, it was clear that both usage patterns and attitudes toward drugs and alcohol are evolving.

At www.monitoringthefuture.org you can see which substances tenth graders used the most in 2016. Naturally, the percentages are higher when twelfth graders were asked the same questions, but you can see that the top three substances used by high school students are alcohol (43.4 percent of all students), marijuana/hashish (29.7 percent), and cigarettes (17.5 percent). Far fewer use substances that aren’t on the chart, such as methamphetamine (0.7 percent), anabolic steroids (1.3 percent), Rohypnol® (1.0 percent), and heroin (0.6 percent). The perceived risk of marijuana use, as reported by high school students, has declined steeply since the mid-2000s.

Regardless of statistics, all you really care about is your teenager and what he might be drinking or using. Parents often ask me, “How addictive is the drug that my teenager’s using?” The answer is complicated, but once again, it’s specific to your teenager: Different substances affect people differently. You may know this from your own experience or from what you’ve observed in others. Some people take a Vicodin® from the dentist and dislike the “drugged” feeling, while others love it and try to repeat the experience for the rest of their lives. Some kids “specialize” in alcohol, while others rarely drink, but can’t seem to live without cocaine. The chemical differences between substances affect how addictive they are, along with the physical and emotional makeup of the individual user.

One way to judge the addictive qualities of various substances is to look at how many people who started using a particular drug two years ago would be considered addicted last year. According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, heroin, crack, and yes, marijuana, are the substances most likely to cause addiction in kids over the age of twelve.

THE SCOPE OF SUBSTANCE USE: FROM EXPERIMENTATION TO ADDICTION

As parents, most of us see experimentation with alcohol and drugs as a not particularly worrisome rite of passage. I believe that many, if not most, teenagers who experiment with drugs and alcohol don’t become addicted. Nevertheless, even on its own, experimentation can still be dangerous. Where does the line between casual use and misuse lie? Parents often ask me, “Is she experimenting or is she addicted?” There’s no hard and fast answer to that question, partly because the point at which experimentation breaks down into addiction isn’t well-defined. Plus, there’s a large group of “recreational users” who are hurting themselves with substances, but only a little bit. Further muddying the waters is the typical definition of experimentation as any use that doesn’t turn into a problem later.

When does experimentation become misuse, and misuse, become addiction? As both an addiction psychiatrist and parent of teenagers, I often help other parents understand the various ways that their kids use substances—but I always focus on the actual dangers and avoid irrelevant discussions about diagnoses. Terms like “alcoholic” or “addict” mean so many things to different people that I almost never use them. Why bother? I usually tell parents something like, “It’s clear that Sarah has a problem with cocaine—she’s lost so much weight, and the coach has disqualified her from playing tennis.”

No one likes to be pigeonholed, especially with a label that carries the stigma that “addict” does. It’s much easier, and more useful, to own up to a concrete problem related to using a particular substance. It’s also more productive to focus on the specific problems that arise from her substance use, rather than on artificial categories created for the convenience of health insurance companies and research studies.

Remember, substance use is simply the ingestion of any illicit substance. For teenagers, this includes alcohol and cigarettes. The simple fact of substance use isn’t the only issue: what’s important are the negative consequences of that use, such as the risk of addiction and arrest. In the case of substance misuse, the teenager experiences some negative consequences of using, short of addiction. For instance, if she drinks alcohol and vomits, she has misused the substance, but won’t necessarily have any ongoing problems. However, she may move deeper into substance use and make more severe mistakes, such as consistently driving while intoxicated, missing school and work, or struggling with relationship issues.

In the most extreme cases of substance use, the teenager becomes dependent on or addicted to drugs or alcohol. Dependence might see her steadily using more and more of a substance than she wants to, because she’s built up a tolerance and needs a bigger and bigger dose to get the same effect. An addicted teenager is unable to control or cut down her use. She spends most of her time searching for her substance of choice, ignoring important obligations in order to use, and going through physical withdrawal when she can’t get the substance. However, your teenager may be dependent on a substance even if she doesn’t undergo physical withdrawal or build up a tolerance.

REBELLION AND ADDICTION

Some teenagers may argue that addiction is just a social construct: One person’s addiction is another’s “partying” and you have no right to judge their behavior. He thinks that if drinking alcohol or using drugs doesn’t cause problems for a kid, it’s just fun, not addiction. You may have to teach your child that when it happens, addiction isn’t just a matter of fun or bad behavior. Not that these aren’t part of using addictive substances, but for many teenagers, by the time they realize they’re not simply having fun, acting badly, or challenging you, they may be stuck with an addiction.

Using drugs or alcohol is frequently a way for children to rebel against their parents. Teenagers often defy their parents as a necessary part of transitioning away from childhood toward adulthood. This defiance often shows up in certain music, or styles of dress, and overall appearance that parents don’t like. Drugs and alcohol often play a part in a teenager’s quest to be an adult, as ways to separate himself from and, yes, frighten his parents. Every parent who has heard his teenager vomiting in the bathroom after overindulging in alcohol can attest to mixed emotions: fear for his child’s well-being, anger at his teenager’s bad judgment, and some satisfaction in the unpleasant, but non-life-threatening consequences his drunken teenager is experiencing.

It’s important to remember that a teenager’s addiction isn’t only defiance of his parents and their norms. Even if he starts drinking or using as an act of rebellion, it can easily spin way out of control into addiction. In the words of one addiction specialist, for the addict, a substance has “hijacked the brain.” Your teenager may have voluntarily let the hijackers in, but the bad guys are now in control.

Just as it’s pointless to debate the definitions of substance misuse and addiction, it’s not particularly worthwhile to dig up the reasons underlying your teenager’s use. Alcohol or drug use that may have been a goof at the beginning has taken hold of your teenager’s life, perhaps predictably from your point of view, but out of the blue for your teenager. If he’s a problem drinker or user—or even a full-blown addict—first express your concern for him in genuine, caring terms. Criticizing him isn’t going to help.

Tough Talk Dialog: “Marijuana is Natural!”








	Karen:
	Adam, Dad and I are so worried about your marijuana smoking.



	Adam:
	I don’t get it—why? I’m not hurting anybody. It’s natural. It actually helps me study.



	Karen:
	Well, we’re worried about how you’ve changed over the past several months. The pot certainly hasn’t helped you avoid failing your math class. Also, you’re putting yourself in danger by buying it and having it on you—you could be arrested at anytime—you know that!



	Adam:
	That’s just not fair. Pot is so much safer than alcohol.



	Karen:
	Maybe, but it’s hurting you right now and you could get arrested for it. Whatever the broader issues may be, we’re worried about you, right now.





Notice that Adam’s mother doesn’t get sidetracked by his attempt to deflect the conversation into philosophical issues like marijuana’s natural qualities. She also stays focused on her concrete worries for her son, and sidesteps his defiance about the unfairness of the marijuana laws. That’s not the point right now and there’s no need for Karen to argue about it with her son.

THERE’S NO SUCH THING AS A TYPICAL TEENAGE ADDICT

One misconception about drug and alcohol use is that rich kids with lots of unsupervised time on their hands are big users. In plenty of cases this is true. Ready access to cash certainly makes it easier to get ahold of addictive substances, but money doesn’t make a teenager use them. Another stereotype is that street kids are heavy alcohol and drug users. Indeed, they sometimes are, but addiction doesn’t discriminate; rather, it permeates all levels of our society.

Of course, if your teenager’s addicted, all the truisms and statistics in the world don’t matter. Just remember that your child, not you, is responsible for her behavior. This doesn’t absolve you of all accountability for her addiction, but most of the responsibility lies with her. She’s the one who needs to face the music and stop using. I always confront teenagers with this: if you blame others for your behavior, all is lost because you refuse to be accountable to yourself. Even acknowledging that parents make mistakes—we all do—your child shouldn’t be allowed to shift blame. It’s bad for everyone involved, especially your drug- or alcohol-using teenager.

WHERE TEENAGERS LEARN ABOUT DRUGS AND ALCOHOL

Teenagers learn about addictive substances from their friends, movies, and the media in general. Of course, more knowledge about drugs and alcohol doesn’t necessarily lead to more use. Greater awareness of the damage they can cause often keeps teenagers from experimenting. In any case, there’s little you can do to prevent your teenager from finding out about drugs and alcohol—you can’t sequester him in the house forever. However, you can make sure that he’s getting real information about the consequences of substance misuse, and help if he needs it.

The Internet is an uncontrollable source of information and misinformation about drugs and alcohol. Your teenager can easily find blogs and websites filled with dangerous misinformation if he wants to. Not only can he learn about addictive substances online, he can buy them there too. Anybody with an Internet connection and a credit card can order prescription drugs from illicit pharmacies, many of which are based overseas. Among the addictive drugs available online are opioids like Vicodin®, stimulants like Adderall®, and benzodiazepines like Xanax®. Watch your credit card bills and incoming mail, and turn the web to your advantage. Sites like those listed in Appendix B: Readers’ Resources can give you and your teenager hard facts, guidance, support, and access to treatment information.

For the most part, though, teenagers get drugs from a more prosaic source: each other. Whether trying out different drugs at a party, rifling through the parents’ medicine cabinet at a friend’s house, or “lending” Ritalin® to help their best friend study, teenagers most often get drugs from other teenagers, either in exchange for money or as a gift.

Parents often encourage their teenagers to get involved in athletics and other extracurricular activities as a way to stay away from bad influences. Keep in mind though, by no means will this guarantee a substance-free life. In fact, the same social relationships that these activities foster can become relationships that promote drug and alcohol use. Even beyond potential challenges—like a football coach’s unspoken encouragement of steroid use—your child might encounter groups of kids who use together as a way of bonding and experimenting in a less scary manner. I don’t mean to discourage affirming and productive extracurricular activities, only to point out that participation doesn’t necessarily protect teenagers from drugs or alcohol.

It’s extremely difficult to prevent your teenager from hanging out with his friends, but you can keep your eyes open to who his friends are, where he goes, what he does, and whose parents are around (or not). Also, keep your ears open to slang words that you might not understand—familiarity with drug slang (see Appendix A: Glossary of Selected Drug Terminology and Slang) might indicate that your teenager is involved with drugs. If your teenager is drinking or using drugs with his friends, you might have to ban those friends, but be aware that this sometimes backfires. One thing that is completely within your control are the contents of your own medicine cabinet. Forewarned is forearmed.
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