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You may have heard that the risk of some health problems, such

as heart attacks or diabetes can be a�ected by a person’s diet and

physical activity level. Did you know that there are also things in

a person’s life that a�ect their risk of developing an alcohol- or

drug-use problem? Scientists have identified risk factors that make

people more likely to develop an addiction to alcohol or drugs.

Certain risk factors cannot be changed, but others can be. This article

reviews what we know about these risk factors.

As a young person, it may often feel like you have little choice in
what you get to do. The truth is that everyone makes choices every
day. One thing most people do not think about as being a choice is
what they allow into their personal space. A person’s personal space
includes things they eat, drink, breathe in, or otherwise put into, or
do with, their bodies [1]. An individual’s hygiene, exercise routine,
sexual practices, diet, family and friendship circles, and use of drugs
are all factors in that person’s personal space [1]. Around the world,
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about 24% of ill health is due to things that people allow into their
personal space1.

PERSONAL SPACE

An individual’s hygiene,
exercise, diet, use of
drugs and/or alcohol,
sexual practices, and
family and
friendship circles.

1 See: https://apps.
who.int/iris/
bitstream/handle/
10665/43375/
9241594209_eng.
pdf;sequence=1

About three out of four students in the United States try alcohol,
cannabis (marijuana), nicotine, or other drugs before they finish high
school [2]. Some teenagers who allow these drugs into their personal
space by trying them will go on to develop a brain disease called
an addiction. When an addiction develops, the person loses control

ADDICTION

A brain disorder that
results in people losing
control over their ability
to control certain
behaviors, such as their
use of alcohol or
other drugs.

over their use of drugs and continues to use them even if they
no longer find using drugs fun, and even if their use of drugs is
hurting them. In people with an addiction, drug use can become
automatic—meaning that they use drugs without really thinking about
it. Many peoplewith an addiction can only stop themselves from taking
drugs through intentional e�ort, which can be very tiring. Imagine how
much work it would be if you had to use intentional e�ort to keep
yourself breathing!

RISK FACTORS FOR ALCOHOL- AND DRUG-USE

PROBLEMS

Addiction can happen to people of all educational, social, and financial
backgrounds. However, there are certain factors in a person’s life that
make developing an alcohol- or drug (substance)- use problemmore

ALCOHOL- OR

DRUG

(SUBSTANCE)- USE

PROBLEM

Repeated use of
alcohol or a drug
(substance) leading to
an uncontrollable need
for the drug, which
greatly a�ects a
person’s ability to
adequately perform
academic, work, and/or
social tasks.

likely or less likely. Things that a�ect a person’s chances of developing
a health problem are called risk factors. Simply having a risk factor does
not mean that a person will develop a problem, but it increases the
chances. For example, not wearing a bicycle helmet is a risk factor for
having a serious head injury, but not everyonewho rides a bike without
a helmet will be injured.

Risk factors fall into two broad categories that describe whether a
given factor can or cannot be changed. Non-modifiable risk factors

NON-MODIFIABLE

RISK FACTORS

Things in a person’s life
that a�ect their
chances of developing
a health problem that
cannot be changed or
controlled by
that person.

can never be changed, while modifiable risk factors are things that

MODIFIABLE RISK

FACTORS

Things in a person’s life
that a�ect their
chances of developing
a health problem that
can be changed or
controlled by
that person.

can be changed.

NON-MODIFIABLE RISK FACTORS

Genetic Make-Up

A person’s genetic make-up—their collection of genes— is a
non-modifiable risk factor that can a�ect a person’s chances of
developing an addiction to alcohol or other drugs. Since a person
cannot choose their birth family, they cannot choose or change their
genetic make-up. A person’s genes are the instructions for all the
proteins made by their body. Genes play a big role in determining
our features, like hair and eye color, height, and skin tone. Genes also
carry risk factors formany illnesses, like heart disease, cancer, and even
mental health disorders like depression, anxiety, and addiction. Even
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when a person is adopted and grows up with another family, their
genes still a�ect their chance of disease.

We can identify genes that cause some diseases, like breast cancer,
using a blood test. There are currently no laboratory tests that identify

GENES

Information found
within cells of the body
that determines a
person’s physical
features, mental
functioning, and
disease risk. This
information is passed
on from parents to
their children.

genes that put people at risk for addiction, but we can get an idea
of whether a person may have a genetic risk for addiction by looking
at their blood relatives. People whose close family members have
alcohol- or drug-use problems have a higher chance of developing an
addiction [3]. As the number of relatives a person has with an addiction
goes up, so does their risk for developing an addiction.

Simply having relatives with a substance-use problem does not
automatically mean that a person will also develop an alcohol- or
drug-use problem. This is because a person’s genetic make-up is only
one of the many risk factors for developing an addiction.

MODIFIABLE RISK FACTORS

Friendships

While people do not get to choose family, friendship is a choice.
Friends play a big role in influencing whether someone will develop an
alcohol- or drug-use problem [4]. Researchers in Australia found that
the risk for heavy drinking at a young age was more than three times
higher for young people who had friends who were using alcohol [4].
Because friends can influence each other, people who do not use
drugs can influence their friends not to use alcohol or drugs aswell. So,
friend groups are a modifiable risk factor for developing an alcohol- or
drug-use problem.

Age

For many diseases, age is a non-modifiable risk factor. This is because
the risk for developing most diseases increases as a person gets
older, and aging occurs naturally. This is not the case with alcohol-or
drug-use problems. Most people get to choose if, or when (at what
age), they will try drugs. Almost everyone who becomes addicted
started using drugs before their 18th birthday. Research studies have
shown that the younger a person is when they start using alcohol, the
greater their chances of developing an alcohol-use disorder (Figure 1)
[5]. Individuals whose first exposure to drugs is after their 21st birthday
have a smaller chance of developing an alcohol or drug addiction
at any point in their lifetimes (Figure 1) [5]. For those who decide
never to try drugs, their risk of developing an alcohol- or drug-use
problem is zero! In fact, addiction is the only chronic disease that is
100% preventable.
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Figure 1

Figure 1

People’s chances of
developing an alcohol-
or drug-use disorder
are related to the age at
which they first tried
those substances. The
older people are when
they first try alcohol or
drugs, the less likely
they are to develop a
substance-use
disorder [5].

Social Support

Young people who have supportive adults in their lives are less likely to
develop an addiction. Seeking out the help of a parent, family member,
teacher, social worker, religious leader, healthcare provider, school
counselor, or other supportive adult can help some people to manage
di�cult situations. Supportive adults are good at listening to concerns,
and if they do not think they can help in certain situations, they may be
able to connect a young person to someone who can. Since people
can seek to build their social support, this is a modifiable risk factor for
developing an addiction.

Emotional Wellbeing

Poor emotional wellbeing increases a person’s chance of developing
EMOTIONAL

WELLBEING

A person’s ability to
identify, express, and
manage their feelings
and emotions
appropriately.

an addiction. Many people live with depression, anxiety, trouble
sleeping, eating disorders, and attention problems. These problems
can a�ect a person’s emotional wellbeing. Some people have also
experienced di�cult situations or have even survived trauma, which

TRAUMA

Stressful or frightening
life events that a�ect a
person’s mind, body,
and emotions for a very
long time, sometimes
for their entire life if
they do not get help
and support.

can impact emotions. Luckily, emotional wellbeing can be improved.
Working on hobbies like exercising or playing sports, reading, singing,
or making art, are just some of the activities known to improve mood,
reduce anxiety, and positively a�ect a person’s emotions. If available,
professional counseling and learning ways to build self-confidence
can also help some people improve their emotional wellbeing. While it
is not always necessary, some people find it helpful to use medication
from a healthcare provider to help treat mental illnesses that may be
contributing to their poor emotional wellbeing.
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Some things that people choose to do can also decrease their
emotional wellbeing. Using drugs like alcohol, nicotine, or cannabis
(marijuana) to deal with di�cult emotions can feel like it helps
for a short time, but repeated alcohol and other drug use most
often worsens emotional wellbeing. This leads to an increased
chance that a person will develop an addiction. Since people
can take steps to improve their emotional wellbeing, emotional
wellbeing is a modifiable risk factor for developing an alcohol- or
drug-use problem.

WHAT DOES ALL OF THIS MEAN?

Overall, there are many risk factors that can lead to alcohol or
drug problems. Some factors individuals have no control over and
cannot change—these are non-modifiable factors. Other factors
can be changed—these are modifiable risk factors. Just by doing
a quick count of the factors discussed here, you can see that the
modifiable risk factors far outnumber the non-modifiable risk factors
(Figure 2).

Figure 2

Figure 2

Modifiable risk factors
(left) can be changed,
while non-modifiable
risk factors (right)
cannot. Many of the
risk factors for alcohol-
and drug-use problems
are modifiable.

For those seeking to lower their risk of developing an alcohol- or
drug-use problem, this is great news. Depending on an individual’s
identified risks, that person can make changes to their personal space
to get rid of those risks. Deciding whether to make these changes
ultimately determines a person’s risk for developing an alcohol- or
drug-use problem.

That said, some people may feel powerless to change their modifiable
risk factors, but it is important to note that these factors can be
changed. If you, or someone you care about, has some of these risk
factors andwould like to try to lower the risk of developing an alcohol-
or drug-use problem, ask for help. Talk with a friend, parent, religious
leader, healthcare provider, or another trusted person at school or in
your community. Ask that person to work with you to help you make
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changes to your environment that will lower your risks. Deciding to
never start using alcohol or drugs makes the chance of developing an
addiction to those substances impossible. So, it is up to you—and to
every individual—to choose!
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YOUNG REVIEWERS

AHMAD, AGE: 14

My name is Ahmad, and I enjoy reading, biking, taking walks on the beach, playing

badminton, playing video games, and traveling. I have been to six countries. My

favorite food is smoked salmon. My favorite animals are spiders and cats.

CARYN, AGE: 14

Hello! This is Caryn. I am a rising 9th grader in CT.

HIBA, AGE: 15

I enjoyed reading the article. It is an important topic that I enjoyed learning about.

KATHERINE, AGE: 13

Katherine loves dogs, especially her Australian Labradoodle. She is in fact slightly

obsessed with her dog. She enjoys singing and playing flute. Her favorite subject in

school is geography, but she hopes to be a doctor 1 day.

TEMI, AGE: 14

Hi! My name is Temi and I am 14 years old. I am really passionate about science,

more specifically the field of medicine; I really enjoy pediatrics and I also like to

learn di�erent math concepts! Some extracurricular activities I enjoy include playing

tennis, playing basketball, and completing various science fair projects.
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