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What to Look For: Under the Influence Signs & Symptoms

Teen use and abuse of alcohol and drugs are serious issues that should not be ignored or minimized.  Most 
addictions start out as abusing alcohol or drugs in the teen years. If left ignored abuse can develop into drug 
dependence or alcoholism. As a result, it is important to recognize the signs and symptoms of alcohol and drug 
abuse early. If you’re worried that your son or daughter or a friend might be abusing alcohol or drugs, here are 
some of the warning signs to look for:

Physical and health warning signs of drug abuse
• Eyes that are bloodshot or pupils that are smaller or larger than normal.
• Changes in appetite or sleep patterns.  Sudden weight loss or weight gain.
• Deterioration in personal grooming or physical appearance.
• Impaired coordination, injuries/accidents/bruises that they won’t or can’t tell you about - they don’t know how 

they got hurt.
• Unusual smells on breath, body, or clothing.
• Shakes, tremors, incoherent or slurred speech, impaired or unstable coordination.

Behavioral signs of alcohol or drug abuse
• Skipping class, declining grades, getting in trouble at school.
• Drop in attendance and performance at work - loss of interest in extracurricular activities, hobbies, sports or 

exercise - decreased motivation.
• Complaints from co-workers, supervisors, teachers or classmates.
• Missing money, valuables, prescription or prescription drugs, borrowing and stealing money.
• Acting isolated, silent, withdrawn, engaging in secretive or suspicious behaviors.
• Clashes with family values and beliefs.
• Preoccupation with alcohol and drug-related lifestyle in music, clothing and posters.
• Demanding more privacy, locking doors and avoiding eye contact.
• Sudden change in relationships, friends, favorite hangouts, and hobbies.
• Frequently getting into trouble (arguments, fights, accidents, illegal activities.)
• Using incense, perfume, air freshener to hide smell of smoke or drugs.
• Using eyedrops to mask bloodshot eyes and dilated pupils.

Psychological warning signs of alcohol or drug abuse
• Unexplained, confusing change in personality and/or attitude.
• Sudden mood changes, irritability, angry outbursts or laughing at nothing.
• Periods of unusual hyperactivity or agitation.
• Lack of motivation; inability to focus, appears lethargic or “spaced out.”
• Appears fearful, withdrawn, anxious, or paranoid, with no apparent reason.

While some of these signs can be related to healthy adolescent development (seeking more privacy or being more 
preoccupied with friends,) a parent/friend is looking for a collection of concerns over time.
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Am I Under the Influence? Signs & Symptoms 

Signs and symptoms of alcoholism and drug dependence:
Alcoholism involves all the symptoms of alcohol abuse, but also involves another element:  physical dependence,  
tolerance, and withdrawal. 

1. Tolerance: Tolerance means that, over time, you need more alcohol to feel the same effect.  Do you drink more 
than you used to?  Do you drink more than other people without showing obvious signs of intoxication?

2. Withdrawal: As the effect of the alcohol wears off you may experience withdrawal symptoms:  anxiety or 
jumpiness; shakiness or trembling; sweating, nausea and vomiting, insomnia, depression, irritability, fatigue or 
loss of appetite and headaches.  Do you drink to steady the nerves, stop the shakes in the morning?  Drinking 
to relieve or avoid withdrawal symptoms is a sign of alcoholism and addiction. 
In severe cases, withdrawal from alcohol can be life-threatening and involve hallucinations, confusion, seizures, 
fever, and agitation.  These symptoms can be dangerous and should be managed by a physician specifically 
trained and experienced in dealing with alcoholism and addiction.

3. Loss of Control: Drinking more than you wanted to, for longer than you intended, or despite telling yourself 
that you wouldn’t do it this time.

4. Desire to Stop -  But Can’t: You have a persistent desire to cut down or stop your alcohol use, but all efforts to 
stop and stay stopped, have been unsuccessful.

5. Neglecting Other Activities: You are spending less time on activities that used to be important to you (hanging 
out with family and friends, exercising- going to the gym, pursuing your hobbies or other interests) because of 
the use of alcohol.

6. Alcohol Takes Up Greater Time, Energy and Focus: You spend a lot of time drinking, thinking about it, or 
recovering from its effects.  You have few, if any, interests, social or community involvements that don’t revolve 
around the use of alcohol.

7. Continued Use Despite Negative Consequences: You drink even though they know it’s causing problems.  As 
an example, you realize that your alcohol use is interfering with your ability to do your job, is damaging your 
marriage, making your problems worse, or causing health problems, but you continue to drink.

Resources:
• Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-TALK (8255)  |  TTY: 1-800-799-4889  |  www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org
• 1-866-TEENLINK  |  866-833-6546  |  www.866teenlink.org
• Washington Recovery Help Line (24 hours): Support and resources for youth struggling with substance abuse, 

problem gambling, and/or mental health. Confidential and anonymous.  
Toll Free 1-866-789-1511  |  www.warecoveryhelpline.org

• Greater Seattle Alateen & Alanon: Support groups for youth struggling with addiction. Meetings available in 
King, Pierce, Snohomish and Kitsap Counties. Visit their website for more information and a list of meetings in 
your area. Call 24-Hour Hotline (206) 625-0000  |  www.seattle-al-anon.org

• LGBTQAI+ Youth: Call 24-Hour Hotline 1-866-488-7386  |  www.thetrevorproject.org
• 1-855-DRUGFREE | www.drugfree.com


