
1

Flynn, Maureen C

Subject: ABC_1Column_Lifestyle_1

   

   

Drug use basics & effects 
A drug is any chemical put into the body that changes one’s mental state and/or 
bodily function. 

What drugs do to the brain 
Researchers have made tremendous advances in understanding the effects of 
drugs on the brain, especially in the last 10 years. Consistently we find that drug 
and alcohol abuse can cause serious brain and behavioral damage. Evidence of 
chronic drug abuse and drug dependence has been gained from SPECT and PET 
scans, which show pictures of the brain. 
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Many factors determine how severely drugs damage the body and brain. Damage 
depends on what drug you used, for how long, what other toxic substances you 
might have been exposed to, as well as how sensitive to toxins your particular 
brain and organs are. Some people are more sensitive than others, and damage 
can be evident in their brains in a short period of time. Other people have a 
stronger resistance to drug damage and can use for longer periods of time without 
severe effects. 

As a person's body adapts to a drug after a period of time using it, how the drug 
affects the mind and body can change. It takes more of the drug to feel the same 
effects as in earlier stages of use. This is called tolerance. When a drug is stopped 
after the body has been adapting to it, the body can show abnormal symptoms, 
which is called withdrawal. One of the most common types of withdrawal is a 
hangover after too much alcohol. 

Factors that contribute to addiction 
Drug addiction (drug dependency) is an illness that sometimes begins with a 
genetic predisposition toward it, although many people who abuse or become 
addicted to drugs have no evidence of addiction in their family history. One's life 
experiences can also contribute to drug addiction. Genetics, pattern of use, 
lifestyle, and the age when drug use began, all determine how fast the disease of 
addiction progresses. 

The disease of drug addiction progresses over time, as the neurotransmitters in 
the brain and other systems in the body are changed by use of the drug. The 
disease becomes long – term and chronic, like other chronic diseases of heart 
disease and diabetes. Even though there is not yet a cure for drug addiction, it can 
be treated and managed. 

How addiction develops 
Addictive drugs stimulate a neural circuit or "reward pathway" in the brain that 
causes humans (and animals) to experience pleasure. This reward pathway is also 
called the pleasure circuit or pleasure pathway. It is the place in the brain where 
we feel desire for, and feel rewarded by, food, water, sex, and other pleasurable 
feelings — and where the "high" or other mood change from a drug is felt and 
remembered. 

Strong cravings to feel the intense pleasure, "high," or euphoric feelings again and 
again is part of the addiction process. The flip side of cravings to feel pleasure from 
a drug is the compulsion to avoid the pain of withdrawal from the drug. 
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Withdrawal symptoms are different for each drug, and some drugs cause few if 
any withdrawal symptoms. Some withdrawals are physical and some are more 
psychological. Some withdrawals are dangerous and sometimes life-threatening, 
like withdrawal from sedative-benzodiazepines like Valium and Xanax, or from 
chronic use of alcohol (a sedative-hypnotic) when a person is physically dependent 
on it. Withdrawal from opiates (including heroin, and narcotics like Vicodin and 
Darvocet) can feel like a horrible flu, but is rarely dangerous. Stopping regular 
marijuana use can cause irritability or mild depression for a few weeks. Coming 
down from the rush of cocaine or meth (stimulants) causes depression and a 
variety of physical symptoms, known as a “crash.” This rush-crash pattern often 
leads to fast –cycling use that can cause toxic levels and overdose from these 
stimulants, with possible seizures or other health crises. 

Signs of addiction 
Addiction is the repeated, compulsive use of a substance that occurs despite 
negative consequences to the user. 

To meet the criteria for drug addiction, a person does not need to show signs of 
tolerance nor withdrawal. They need to show signs that they obsessively think 
about the drug and are preoccupied with plans to obtain it, to satisfy their intense 
desire for it, as well as a compulsion to repeatedly use the drug to avoid the pain of 
withdrawal. 

Signs of compulsive use usually involve some kind of impaired control that may or 
may not be predictable in a given situation. The person shows impaired control 
over amounts of the substance consumed, or impaired control over craving to use 
the substance, or impaired control over their behavior, or any combination of 
these. There might be failed attempts to cut down or discontinue use. They spend 
a lot of time obtaining, using, and recovering from effects of the substance. They 
often give up hobbies and social activities, and let responsibilities slide. They 
continue to use their drug, despite the evidence of problems it is causing, including 
legal, financial, job, health, family and relationship problems. 

Denial is another marker of addiction. Denial is a distortion of thinking that is 
probably related to neurotransmitter imbalances in the brain. It is a pattern of 
thinking in which the addict has "blinders" on against seeing the extent of his or 
her drug use, in order to protect his drug lifestyle from self – examination. The 
addict's denial causes him or her to blame others or outside circumstances for life 
problems rather than facing the fact that the use of drugs or alcohol is the true 
source of these problems. 
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