Mental Health Matters: Focusing on Drugs

For many young people the teenage years can be a time for trying new things and rebelling against authority. Experimenting with alcohol and drugs is not uncommon. But when does teenage curiosity or the desire to fit in with friends become a more serious and lasting problem?

In a series of articles published by the MensSana Project, looking at sources of stress affecting young people’s mental health, this month’s edition focuses on drugs.

The most commonly used drugs by young people are legal substances such as alcohol, tobacco and solvents. Use of illegal drugs, like cannabis, ecstasy and LSD, is also on the increase and cocaine and heroin are becoming more widely available.

In 1998 the government published its 10-year strategy for tackling drugs misuse. This paper reported that almost half of young people are likely to take drugs at some point in their lives. Fortunately, for most, experimentation is a passing phase. A small minority will go on to develop a serious problem, causing great distress for both themselves and those close to them. 

Possible signs of drug use include:

· Poor physical health – repeated illnesses, red/glazed eyes, constant tiredness.

· Personality changes – moodiness, irresponsible behaviour, depressed mood, general lack of interest.

· School performance going downhill – lower marks, skipping classes, disruptive behaviour.

· Changes in social activities – mixing in new circles of friends, not taking part in family activities, getting in trouble with the police.

Remember that none of these confirm that a young person is using drugs. So avoid making direct accusations, especially if you are unsure of your facts, or you risk losing their trust. 

Instead, talk openly with your child about the risks of taking drugs. Educating them from an early age will encourage them to make informed, responsible decisions.

Setting rules and boundaries for your child can be helpful so that they know what is expected of them, but try to respect their privacy also.

Find out about different types of drugs and their effects –you will feel more confident about educating your child and dealing with any problems that arise.

If you do suspect that your child is using drugs, talk to them when you are calm and explain the effect their behaviour is having on you and the family. Encourage them to think about their own health and well-being also. They may be defensive and unwilling to talk at first, but keep trying. 

If a young person has developed a serious drug habit, your support is vital. Ask them what they need from you and how you can best be of help. Make them aware of the various support agencies that exist and offer to go with them if they do seek help. 

Don’t try to bear all the responsibility yourself – share your concerns with someone you trust, such as a friend or family member. Most importantly, get advice from a qualified professional as soon as possible – try your GP or practice nurse first – they can give you information on local support and treatment facilities.

Please contact AMH MensSana with your suggestions for future articles, or for further information on sources of support – we will always respect confidentiality - 
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