
Table 1 Stages of substance (alcohol and drugs) use . Table modified and reproduced with permission from Mirza and Mirza (2008) Elsiever Publications, London 

For some the involvement of agencies and services, other than substance misuse services, may be required 

Stage Motive Setting Frequency Emotional impact Behaviour Impact on functioning  Interventions 

Experimental stage Curiosity and risk taking Alone or with 
peer group 

Rare or very 
occasionally 

Effect of alcohol or 
drugs is usually very 
short term 

No active alcohol or 
drug seeking behaviour 

Relatively little, may 
rarely result in dangerous 
consequences 

Universal prevention (Drug and 
Alcohol education- formal or 
informal) 

Social Stage Social acceptance/ the need 
to fit in 

Usually  with 
peer group 

Occasional Mind altering effects or 
drugs are clearly 
recognize  

No active alcohol or 
drug seeking behaviour 

Usually no significant 
problems,- but  develops 
a regular pattern of drug/ 
alcohol use 

Universal prevention (drug and 
alcohol education- formal or 
informal) 

Early ‘at risk’ stage Social acceptance/ peer 
pressure/ beliefs valuing 
substance-led experiences, 
based on pleasurable early 
experiences 

Facilitated by 
peer group 

Frequent, but 
variable, 
depending on 
peer group 

Mind altering effects of 
drugs are clearly  
recognized and sought  

No active alcohol or 
drug seeking 
behaviour- but 
develops a regular 
pattern of drug/ alcohol 
use 

Associated with 
significant dangers 
problems associated with 
acute intoxication (e.g. 
accidents related to 
recurrent binge drinking) 

* Targeted intervention by 
non-specialist services, (e.g. 
GP, school health worker, 
young peoples’ counselling 
services, health care staff 
working in CAHMS, Paediatrics 
etc). 

Late at risk stage 
(substance use is not 
dominating mental state) 

Cope with negative 
emotions or enhancing 
pleasure through wider 
experimentation 

Alone or with an 
altered/- 
selected (e.g. 
drug or alcohol 
using) peer 
group 

Frequent/ 
regular use 

Uses alcohol or drugs to 
alter mood or 
behaviour 

Active alcohol or drug 
seeking behaviour is a 
key indicator of this 
stage. 

May be impairment in 
functioning in some areas 
(e.g. school and family) 

*Treatment by specialist 
services (ReFRESH) for both 
mental health issues and 
progression of substance use 
to further serious stages. 

Stage of harmful use or 
substance abuse (similar 
to ICD-10 DSM-IV) 

Alcohol or drug use is the 
primary means of 
recreation, coping with 
stress or both 

Alone with an 
altered (alcohol 
or drug using) 
peer group) 

Regular use, 
despite negative 
consequences 

Negative effects on 
their emotions and 
ability to function 

Active alcohol or drug 
seeking behaviour, 
despite negative 
consequences across 
many areas of life. 

Impairment in almost all 
areas of life and or 
distress within families or 
close relationships 

* Treatment by specialist 
service (ReFRESH). 

Stage of dependence 
(similar to ICD-10 and 
DSM-IV)-(Only a rare 
minority of YP progress 
to this stage) 

To deal with withdrawal 
symptoms, and stop craving 

Alone with like 
minded peer 
group 

Compulsive, 
regular or often 
daily use to 
manage 
withdrawal 
symptoms 

Emotional impacts of 
alcohol or drugs are 
very significant. 
Withdrawal symptoms 
prominent 

Active alcohol or drug 
seeking behaviour, 
often loss of control 
over use, pre- 
occupation with 
alcohol/ drug use, 
craving and behaviour 
may involve criminality 

Physical and 
psychological 
complications, 
impairment in all areas of 
life 

* Treatment by specialist 
service (ReFRESH) including 
detoxification and for some 
residential rehabilitation. 



 

At Risk Groups  
 Looked after 
 Excluded form school, or who truant on a regular basis  
 Involved in the youth justice system  
 Involved with safeguarding agencies  
 Has a learning disability or developmental disorder or any other mental disorder  
 Family member known to misuse drug or alcohol  
 
At Risk Situations  
 Being homeless 
 Involved in anti-social behaviours or crime  
 Involved in an accident or who repeatedly presents with a minor injury  
 Under the influence of a substance at school or other settings 
 When their behaviour raises concerns about risk  
 Regular attendance at a genitor-urinary medicine clinic or repeatedly seeks emergency contraception  


