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Signs & Symptoms of Substance Abuse 
One of the most common questions asked of substance abuse professionals is: “How do I know if someone close to 
me is abusing drugs?”   In  particular, parents are eager to know how they can tell if their child is abusing drugs.  
There is no simple answer to these questions.  It depends on a number of  factors, including but not limited to:  the 
type of  substance(s) used and the way it is used, the length of time using, access to other healthier resources, the 
overall health of the individual, usual personality traits of the person in question, quality and quantity of one’s 
interaction  with  the individual in question, one’s ability and willingness to make observations, and, even, 
individual body chemistry. 

As handy as it might be, there simply is no complete list of signs and symptoms that will allow one to identify 
substance abusers. 

There may be what many  would assume, obvious, signs of  abuse:  slurred  speech and other speech 
characteristics not common for the friend or loved one,  impaired motor coordination and uncommon body 
movements, inability  to speak clearly, exaggerated  memory loss or blackouts, confusion and disorientation, 
presence of drug paraphernalia  and products (pipes, needles, rolling papers, unidentified powders or pills, etc.) 

Rather  than  listing specific signs and symptoms, the following is an effort to present broad  categories of possible 
symptoms: 

⇒ Sudden or noticeable personality changes.  “They are just not acting like themselves” 

⇒ Severe mood swings.  Very happy and energetic at times and unable to get out of bed at other times 

⇒ Decreased interest in usually enjoyed leisure activities 

⇒ Unreliable about work, school, and other obligations 

⇒ Changes in sleeping and eating habits 

⇒ Sudden  weight loss and/or eating binges 

⇒ Less interest in personal  appearance and hygiene 

⇒ Unusual smells on clothes and person 

⇒ Spending  more time alone and secluded (particularly teens) 

⇒ Lying and stealing (general increase in dishonesty) 

⇒ Strained  family  relationships 

⇒ Mysterious or unexplained  absences or sneakiness 

⇒ Change in friends or peer group 

⇒ Behavior appears more aggressive or docile than usual 
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⇒ Paranoid or unpredictable accusations 

⇒ Eyes may be red, dilated, and watery.  You may observe small pupils, scratching, and drooling 

⇒ More anxious and restless 

⇒ Changes in speech patterns – rapid speech or slow and disconnected 

⇒ Problems  with constipation (particularly with pain  medication abuse) 

⇒ Changes in sexual behavior or interest 

⇒ Difficulty following a train of thought 

⇒ Changes in attitude.  May come across as more disinterested, apathetic, or hostile 

⇒ Refusal to be around non-users 

Looking at the above list, you may note that many of these symptoms may be signs of a number of different issues 
unrelated to drugs or alcohol.  One should not jump to conclusions based on observation of one or  two of these 
symptoms. Some of these symptoms may also indicate other physical or mental health difficulties. 

Some of  the symptoms may be subtle, but obvious to loved ones who know the person  well - if they will allow 
themselves  to see the changes.  Most people do not want to believe  that  their loved  one  would abuse drugs or 
alcohol, and it is hard to face that possibility.  Open  conversations at times  when  safety  is  not a concern  might 
lead  to opportunities to offer support and connect the abuser  with needed  professional assistance. 

It should be noted that the initial abuse of some substances may allow the abuser to appear to function at a more 
effective level.  A terribly shy person may become more outgoing.  A person lacking confidence may appear 
more self-assured and effectual.  A highly “nervous” person may appear more relaxed.  A person lacking energy 
may seem like the “Energizer” bunny – wound up and ready to go.  If a person radically changes the way they 
behave or present  themselves  for no apparent reason, it might send up some red  flags in the observer. 

Being able to recognize substance abuse, willingness to discuss abuse with the user and getting them to profes-
sional help are the first steps in breaking the abuse cycle.  No matter how  much you love someone you  will not 
be able to “fix” what is broken for the abuser.  You can offer hope, support, and concrete assistance  while they 
are in treatment, but the abuser must do the work  to end the substance abuse. 
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