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Some General Principles about 

Problems in Adolescence 
 The vast majority of adolescents do not 

develop serious psychological or social 

problems 

 A significant minority of individuals do 

develop these problems during adolescence 

 

Some General Principles about 

Problems in Adolescence 
 

 An important distinction needs to be 

made between 
experimentation and enduring patterns of 

behavior 

Problems that have their 

origins in adolescence 

And those that do not 

Problems that are 

transitory 

Problems that endure into 

adulthood 

Problems in Adolescence 
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Psychosocial Problems:  

Their Nature and Co-Variation 

 Three broad categories of problems 
 Substance abuse 

 Maladaptiv e use of drugs 

 Internalizing disorders  

 Problems are turned inward 

 Manif ested in terms of emotional and cognitive distress 

 Externalizing disorders 

 Problems are turned outward 

 Manif ested in terms of behavioral problems  

Problem Behavior Syndrome 

 Many adolescents w ith psychosocial problems have 

more than one type of problem at once 

 The comorbidity of externalizing and substance 

abuse problems has led researchers to propose 

theoretical explanations for this phenomenon, 

sometimes called Problem Behavior Syndrome 

Externalizing Problems 

 Problem behavior syndrome: Unconventionality in 

adolescents’ personality and social environment 

leads to risk-taking behaviors (Jessor) 

 tolerance of deviance 

 not connected to school/religious institutions 

 highly liberal views 

 Problem clusters: Involvement in one problem 

behavior may lead to involvement in a second one 

(Kandel) 

 xascading effects 
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Externalizing Problems 

 Social control theory 

 individuals who do not have strong 

bonds to societal institutions, (family, 

work, school) will be likely to deviate and 

behave unconventionally 

 helps explain why behavior problems are 

far more prevalent among poor, inner-

city, minority youths 

 context matters 

 

 

 

The Comorbidity of Internalizing 

Problems 
 Although less research has studied comorbidity 

among internalizing problems, one underlying factor 

appears to be negative emotionality 

 Negative emotionality refers to how  easily someone 

becomes distressed 

 adolescents high in negative emotionality are more 

likely to suffer from depression, anxiety, and other 

symptoms of distress 

 Internalizing disorders are also more common among 

those w ho are anhedonic (low  in positive 

emotionality) 

Substances 

 Alcohol 

 Cigarettes 

 Marijuana 

 Stimulants (excite central nervous system, boost 

energy, elevate mood, and depress appetite) 

 Amphetamines,cocaine 

 Depressants (inhalants, barbiturates, Quaaludes, 

tranquilizers) 

 Hallucinogens (LSD, mescaline) 

 Anabolic steriods 
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Reasons for First Use 

 Curiosity 

 Rebellion 

 Desire for pleasurable sensation 

 Social pressure 

 Relieve tension and pressure 

 These users are at high risk for abuse 

 To gain self-awareness 

 

Substance Use and Abuse  

in Adolescence 

Prevalence of Substance Use and Abuse in 

Adolescence 

 Two major “legal” drugs—alcohol and nicotine—

most commonly used and abused substances, in 

prevalence and recency of use  

 The high price of cigarettes is a far more 

powerful deterrent to teen smoking than any 

other factor  

Adolescent Drug Use 

 The most commonly used: Alcohol, tobacco, 
and marijuana  

 College students more likely to drink, less likely to 
use il legals, than high school students 

 Drug use has declined since 1970s-1980s  

 Held more or less steady since 1990s 

 Teens trying drugs at younger ages  

 Girls’ rate catching up to boys’ rate 



5/5/2014 

5 

Tobacco and Smoking 

 Disapproval by teens is high, but 2nd most 

widely used drug 

 Most adult smokers began when a teen 

 A gateway drug 

 Initially used to look cool and rebel  

 Highly addictive 

Prevalence of Substance  

Use and Abuse 

 A large proportion of adolescents have 

experimented w ith alcohol, tobacco, and marijuana 

but not w ith other drugs 

 out of high school seniors: 70% have tried alcohol; 

46% have smoked marijuana, and 40% have smoked 

cigarettes 

 only about 9% have used an il l icit drug (other than 

marijuana) in the last month 

Prevalence of Substance  

Use and Abuse 
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Prevalence of Substance  

Use and Abuse 

 Only a very small number of adolescents use any 

substance daily 

 10% of high school seniors smoke cigarettes daily; 2% 

use alcohol daily; 7% use marijuana daily 

 

Change in Substance  

Use over Time 

Earlier Age of Initiation 

 Experimentation w ith drugs is less common 

among younger teens than in the past 

 The chances of becoming addicted to alcohol or 

nicotine are increased w hen use begins before 

age 15 

 drugs can affect normal maturation of the brain ’s 

dopamine system 

 The effects of alcohol and nicotine on brain 

functioning (especially memory and impulse 

control) are w orse in adolescence than in 

adulthood 
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Ethnic Differences in  

Substance Use 
 American Indian adolescents use the most 

substances 

 followed by Hispanic and White; then Black and 

Asian youth 

 immigrant paradox 

 foreign-born and less Americanized minority 

youth are less likely to use drugs, alcohol, 

and tobacco than their American-born 

counterparts 

Developmental Trajectories of Substance 

Abuse 
Gatew ay drugs  

 tobacco, alcohol, and marijuana 

 are typically used before harder drugs 

 

Six different patterns of substance use: 

Nonusers 

Alcohol Experimenters 

 Low Escalators 

Early Starters 

 Late Starters 

High Escalators 

Criteria for Drug Dependence 

3 of the following 
1. Development of tolerance so that more of the substance is needed to achieve 

the same effect 
2. Physical and/or cognitive withdrawal symptoms if use of the substance is 

discontinued 

3. Use of the substance in larger amounts or over a longer period than was 
intended 

4.  A persistent desire or unsuccessful attempts  to cut down or control 
substance use 

5. Significant amounts of time devoted to obtaining and using the substance 
and recovering from its use 

6. Giving up or reducing important social, occupational, or recreational activities 
because of substance use 

7. Continuing to use the substance in spite of knowing that it contributes to 
psychological or physical problem (such as cocaine-induced depression or 
ulcer aggravated by alcohol). 
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Types of users 
 Abstainers (rationale choice-irrational fear) 

 Experimenters (about once a month) 

 Experimental use -short term, primarily out of 

curiosity or desire to experience new feelings 

 Social-recreational use -social settings among 

friends, vary in frequency, intensity or duration. Do 

not use addictive drugs (i.e., heroin) 

 Circumstantial-situational use -desire to achieve a 

known and anticipated effect (stimulants to stay 

awake)- this group runs the risk to getting to 

intensified use.  Accustomed to use drugs to solve 

problems 

 Abusers 

 Intensified drug use – long term patter of using 

drugs at least once daily to achieve relief from 

persistent problem or stressful situation. May see 

some changes in functioning 

 Compulsive drug use – both high frequency and 

high intensity, or relatively high duration; 

physiological or psychological dependence. 

Substance Use and Abuse  

in Adolescence 
Causes and Consequences of Adolescent 

Substance Use and Abuse 

 Occasional use now normative among 
adolescents in contemporary society 

 Normal, healthy adolescents often have 
experimented with alcohol and marijuana at 

least once 
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Risk Factors for  

Substance Abuse 
 Adolescents w ho use alcohol, tobacco, or other drugs 

frequently are usually exhibiting symptoms of prior 

psychological disturbance 

 Major risk factors are: 

 personality – Anger, impulsivity, and inattentiveness 

 family – Distant, hostile, or conflicted relationships 

 socially – Friends w ho use and tolerate the use of 

drugs 

 contextual – Live in a context that makes drug use 

easy 

Protective Factors for Substance 

Abuse 

 Major protective factors are: 

 positive mental health 

 high academic achievement 

 engagement in school  

 close family relationships 

 involvement in religious activities 

Risk and Protective Factors for  

Substance Abuse 
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Prevention and Treatment of Substance 

Use and Abuse 

 Efforts to prevent abuse target: 

 the supply of drugs (most government attention 

and money focused here) 

 the environment in which teens are exposed to 

drugs 

 characteristics of the potential drug user  

 

 Experts believe it is more realistic to focus 

prevention efforts on adolescents’ motivation 

and environment  

 

Substance Use and Abuse  

in Adolescence 

Prevention/Treatment of Substance Use/Abuse 

 Types of Interventions 
 General ef f orts to enhance psy chological dev elopment 

 Inf ormation-based ef forts 

 Combination of  inf ormational and general ef f orts 

 Social skills training 

 Multif aceted ef f orts combining all aspects of  teen’s lif e 

(community , family, school) 

 


