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Leading scientists give teens the facts about drug abuse

 REal Questions,
  REal answers

“All my friends try to get me to smoke crack and snort 
heroin with them. What should I tell them?” “Can you get 
addicted to drugs after one try?” “Is it okay to be a light 
drinker?” “Does marijuana really affect driving?” 

These are just some of the questions that teens have 
asked on Drug Facts Chat Day, an event that allows 
thousands of teens to chat online with the nation’s  
top drug and addiction experts. Held in October,  
Chat Day is one way the National Institute on Drug  
Abuse (NIDA) talks with teens about drug abuse and 
addiction. The event encourages teens to ask questions 
they might be too scared or embarrassed to ask their 
friends or parents.

Each Chat Day has drawn thousands of questions from 
teens all over the United States, making it clear that 
many teens want accurate information about drugs. “The 
anonymous nature of the Internet encourages students 
to ask what is truly on their minds,” explains Dr. Nora 
Volkow, director of NIDA. “And on Chat Day, they get 
scientific answers, not lectures.”

 Read on to find out the types of questions teens 
are asking about drugs—and how scientists have 
responded. Don’t see a question you’ve been wanting to 
ask? Check out the transcript of the most recent Chat 
Day at www.drugabuse.gov/chat, as well as other 
sources listed throughout this article. 
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 REal Questions,
  REal answers

What drug is the  
most addictive?

Are teens particularly 
vulnerable to becoming 
addicted to drugs?Scientists prefer not to rank drugs based on 

how addictive they are because there are too 
many variables involved. Some of the factors 
include how the drug is taken (orally, smoked, 
injected), how much is taken, and how easy 

it is to get. However, the important thing to 
remember is that research shows that many 
drugs—even nicotine in cigarettes, which 
some people don’t think of as a drug—are 

highly addictive. In fact, nearly one-third 
of people who smoke become addicted to 

the nicotine in tobacco.

Drug use often starts during the teen years, and 
the earlier a person starts to use drugs, the more 
likely he or she is to have drug-related problems 

later. The teen brain is still developing, which affects the 
way teens make decisions. This is why teens may take 
more risks than adults, including experimenting with drugs. 
Drug use during the teen years may affect how the brain 
develops into adulthood.

a:
a:

? ?
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How addictive 
are prescription 
drugs?

a: Most people use 
prescription drugs 
responsibly, according 

to their doctor’s instructions, to 
control pain or treat disorders 
such as Attention-Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). 
However, when they are abused, 
prescription drugs can be very 
addictive. Prescription pain 
relievers such as Vicodin®, 
stimulants such as Concerta®, 

and depressants such as 
Xanax® can affect the 

brain in ways similar to 
that of illicit substances 
(depending upon the 
dose, and how it is 

taken). 

?

How effective is drug treatment?  
Why do celebrities go back to “rehab” 
again and again?

Why do some people get 
addicted to drugs and 
others don’t?

There are different types of treatments for 
drug addiction. Programs that are based 
on scientific evidence work best. There are 

many reasons why people return to drug abuse after 
treatment. Their brains have been changed and can 
take a long time to recover, or they may reconnect with 
friends they used to take drugs with, among other factors. Staying off drugs 
once you’ve been addicted is hard, but it is possible. It usually requires major 
lifestyle changes, ongoing support, and sometimes repeated treatments. 

There are many factors that contribute to a person’s risk of 
becoming addicted to drugs. These include genetics, whether 
or not his or her family members or friends use drugs, stress 

levels, and whether or not the person has any other mental disorders. To different 
degrees, all of these factors contribute to a person’s risk for drug addiction.

a:

a:

?

?
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Tips for Making  
Smart Choices

1.   Friends/other teens 
Pros: You may feel most comfortable 
talking to your peers. They may be 
going through similar situations. They 
may also have good ideas about how 
to handle pressure.
Cons: Your peers may not always know 
the facts. “What you hear from friends 
about drugs may be based on myths 
and false rumors,” says Dr. Volkow.
Talking Tip: Do you have a friend who 
is good at standing up to pressure 
about drugs? Ask him or her for advice. 

2. A trusted adult such as a 
parent or teacher
Pros: Adults can guide you based on 
their own experiences and knowledge.
Cons: You may feel nervous talking to 
an adult about drugs, or scared that 
you will get in trouble.
Talking Tip: If you aren’t sure how to 
start a conversation about drugs, try 
using a news story or TV show as an 
example to bring up the topic.

3. Your doctor or another 
health professional 
Pros: A doctor can debunk myths and 
rumors about drugs and alcohol. Your 
doctor can tell you how substance 
abuse might affect your body, or how 
drugs can increase your chances of 
contracting certain diseases.
Cons: You may feel uncomfortable 
talking with your doctor about tough 

topics like drugs, or you may be 
concerned about confidentiality.
Talking Tip: Start by asking your 
doctor how drugs can affect 
medications prescribed for you. Also, 
keep in mind that you can request 
confidential time with your doctor. If 
you don’t feel comfortable with your 
doctor, ask to speak with another 
health professional.

4. The Internet 
Pros: You can get information about 
drugs any time, day or night, and 
it’s anonymous.
Cons: Since anyone can 
publish information on the 
Web, it may not come from a 
qualified source. A Web page 
that looks objective could 
be a sponsored form of 
advertising.
Tip: Stick to Web sites from 
known organizations like 
NIDA. Here are some trusted 
sites:

NIDA for Teens:
http://teens.drugabuse.gov

Heads Up:
www.scholastic.com/headsup

Where to Get Answers
Where can you go if you have questions about drugs and 
drug abuse? Here are some sources to consider:

What do you do when you are faced 
with an important decision? Here are 
some tips for making smart choices:

Pause. Take a moment to think through 
your decision. For more information, check 
out: www.fox.com/pause/.

What do you know? Ask yourself: 
What are the facts involved in the situation? 
For instance, if someone has offered you 
drugs, what facts do you know about how 
the drugs may affect your brain and body?  

Do you know enough to make a 
decision? If you don’t know all the facts, 
remove yourself from the situation and find 
out more. Make sure to use reliable sources.

CritiCaL thinking
1.  What are some questions you have 

about drugs that weren’t answered in 
this article?

2.  Think of some specific people you could 
go to or places you could visit to get 
answers to your questions. How might 
you start a conversation about drugs 
and drug abuse?

How can I 
encourage my 

friend to stop taking 
drugs and get my 
friend some help?

a: Talk to your friend about 
his or her drug use. It’s also 
a good idea to encourage 

your friend to confide 
in a trusted adult. If 
your friend is ready to 
get help, you can help 
him or her find a doctor, 
therapist, support group, 
or treatment program 
at http://findtreatment.
samhsa.gov or 1-800-

662-HELP. Keep reaching out even 
if your friend is not yet ready to 
get help. Get more information by 
logging on to the NIDA teen Web site 
http://teens.drugabuse.gov.

?
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