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Continuum of Experimental Use to Dependence (Substance Use Disorder-Severe) 
 

1) Learning that substances can make you feel good; they produce temporary positive mood 
swings. 

 
2) Development of rules for using (when, where, how much, how often, with whom); “I’ll 

only drink at parties on weekends.” 
 

3) Total control exits over use (when, where, how much, how often, what happens). 
 

4) Tolerance increases with regular use – a person finds that they need to drink more to get the 
same effect. [The tolerance of a person with the genetic makeup for alcoholism (so called 
“alcoholic gene”) tends to be higher and increase more quickly.] 

 
5) Blackouts occur – a person finds that there are periods of time during a previous drinking 

episode which he/she cannot remember at all – he/she may have engaged in behavior that 
he/she has absolutely no memory of the next day or only partial memory (“grayouts”). 

 
6) Start getting into TROUBLE at home, at school, with parents, and with the law due to 

substance abuse (i.e.: ñ Interpersonal conflict, ògrades, underage drinking citations). 
 

7) Breaking self-created rules for substance use; “I know I said I’d only drink at parties on 
weekends, but just this one time I’m going to drink on Thursday after my basketball game.” 

 
8) Getting angry when others comment or express concern that your use of substances seems 

to be problematic for you – DENIAL. 
 

9) 50% of the time a person has control over how much he/she drinks. 
 

10) Blackouts are common. 
 

11) Drinking alone; drinking is no longer a “social thing.” Drinking to get a “head start.” 
 

12) Geographic escapes; a person may drop classes/sports/hobbies, quit jobs/school, and/or end 
relationships that do not support current drinking habits which have taken on higher 
priority. 

 
13) 10% of the time a person has control over how much he/she drinks. 

 
14) High Tolerance; a person can drink A LOT and not feel drunk (“I can hold my liquor”).  

 
15) Using substances to feel normal; a person feels depressed most of the time and needs to 

drink to reach a feeling of “normalcy.” 


