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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to explore meanings ascribed to risk behaviors by
older adolescents and young aduhs in a university-based substance use recovery program.
While there has been a great deal of research on adolescent substance use and other risk
behaviors, there has been relatively little research that has accessed the meanings of these
behaviors from the adolescent's point of view. This is important in order to gain a better
understanding of the roles of risk behaviors in the lives of adolescents, and it is also
important for the development of more effective intervention initiatives.
This study involved in-depth interviews with 12 young men and women between
the ages of 19 and 26, All were university students participating in a university-based
recovery program for alcohol and drug addiction. In semi-structured interviews, these
students were encouraged to talk about their experiences during their earlier adolescent
years as well as at the present time, and their beliefs regarding their drug and alcohol use.
Qualitative analyses of the interviews revealed that the meanings ascribed to
substance use were extensive, complex, and intertwining. These adolescents and young
adults viewed their risk behavior as normative, developmentally significant, meaningful,
and an integral part of their social interactions. Substance use also was viewed as a
means of escape and a way of coping, as well as a means of acceptance and of seeking
independence and maturity. All of these meanings were expressed by most of the
individuals in the study. Implications for research and intervention are discussed.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Problem
Adolescent risk taking remains an important issue as juvenile deviance and crime
rates continue to rise and remain steady. Statistics show that ahhough overall crime rates
may actually be decreasing, adolescent rates of crime remain high. Increases are
beginning to become more pronounced for female populations as they begin to catch up
with their male peers in the areas of both crime and more minor risk taking activities such
as drug and alcohol use, unprotected sex, and dangerous driving. According to the
Federal Bureau of Investigation's Uniform Crime Report (Uniform Crime Report, 2000;
OJJDP Juvenile Justice Bullerin: Juvenile Arrests, 2000), between 1990 and 1999, arrest
rates for people under 18 years of age increased 11 percent. During this same time
period, arrest rates for males under the age of 18 rose 4.7 percent, while the arrest rate for
females in the same age group rose 31.8 percent.
Another reason adolescent risk taking continues to attract attention from the
media, law enforcement, and research institutions is that most adolescents have
experimented with alcohol or drugs by the time they graduate from high school (Shedler
& Block, 1993; Quadrel, Fischhoff, & Davis, 1993; National Household Survey on Dmg
Abuse, 2000; Johnston, O'Malley, 8c Bachman, 2001). According to the Monitoring the
Future (2001) study conducted annually at the University of Michigan, four out of every
five students (80%) have consumed alcohol by the end of high school, while neariy two-
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thirds (63%) have tried cigarettes, and over one-third (37%) use or have used marijuana.
While the use of most illicit drugs has shown some decline over the past few years,
overall illicit drug use among teens remained steady in 2000, and the use of certain other
drugs, such as ecstasy and heroin, increased. In addition, a large number of adolescent
deaths are related to risky activities gone awry. The consensus is that while most
adolescents do not endanger their lives or risk stunted development, most adolescents
engage in risk behaviors to some degree.
The guiding conceptual framework of this study is a developmental contextual
perspective. This perspective encompasses multiple contexts of life and guides
exploration of the ways in which these contexts relate to the meanings of and motivations
for adolescent risk taking behavior. The focus of this study is to explore how these
multiple contexts of life, including relationships, peer culture, and the larger societal
culture influence the risks adolescents take, as well as the meanings behind their behavior
and activity choices.
Although adolescents have been the focus of many studies over the years, they
have been neglected in that very few studies have directly asked adolescents about their
own views of risk. When studies do focus on these issues, questions are usually in
closed-ended questionnaire format. Few studies have sought to consider adolescents'
perspectives and the motivations for their actions.
The main goal of this study was to examine adolescents' perceptions of risk
behaviors, their motivations for engaging in risky behaviors, and the meaning they attach
to taking risks. This study was conducted using an open-ended individual interview

format, allowing the participants to explore the topic and express their ideas in their own
words.

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF TFE LITERATURE

Conceptual Approaches to Adolescent Risk-Taking Behaviors
It is a very common belief that most adolescents indulge in risky and reckless
behaviors. According to numerous studies of risk behaviors, this reputation for risktaking is well earned. For example, the majority of young adults in the United States,
approximately two thirds, have experimented with marijuana (Shedler & Block, 1990;
Johnston et al, 2001), although the vast majority does not become dependent. Several
other risk behaviors are common at this age as well, including smoking, drinking,
unprotected sexual activity, and reckless driving (Quadrel et al., 1993; Uniform Crime
Report, 2000; Johnston et al., 2001).
In trying to explain the high incidence of risk behaviors among adolescents, Diana
Baumrind (1992) focused on the construction of our contemporary society. She
explained that in the United States, adolescents are "... excluded from adult society and
have no normative niche of their own" (p. 97). This allows for the creation of a trend
where affluent youth often remain in adolescence quite late, postponing their entrance
into adulthood and the domain of commitment and responsibility. In contrast, a growing
proportion of the underprivileged may possibly be denied both their adolescence and
entry into the "adult" world.
In addition, our culture employs no rites of passage to define the transition from
childhood to adulthood (Baumrind, 1992). Instead, there exists long period of time in

between called 'adolescence'. During this time period, adolescents begin to question the
values of their parents before arriving at a set of their own principles. These sets of
principles must be able to combine the often conflicting points of view of their parents'
and their own generations. This conflict, or 'crisis', is necessary in order for the
adolescent to move to the next developmental stage.
In her explanation of contemporary society, Baumrind (1992) also asserted that
the issue of alienation is fundamental to understanding adolescent risk-taking behavior.
Alienation can be described as a "... psychological state in which a human being feels
like an outsider in the community" (p. 102). When an individual feels alienated, he or
she does not feel as though he or she is contributing to society. According to Baumrind
(1992), alienation can create some potentially harmful outcomes. For example, if
adolescents do not see their own interests and needs reflected in social norms, compliance
with these norms becomes associated with alienation from the self, and the adolescent
may feel as though he or she is sacrificing the self to society.
According to Cynthia Lightfoot (1997), throughout history risk behaviors have
basically been viewed from two opposite angles. One provides a view of risk-taking as
trouble, the other as opportunity. She points out that interest in adolescents' risk behavior
began even before "adolescence" became a household word. When considering the
"risk-as-trouble" orientation, modem science aims to identify the sociological and
developmental associates of adolescents' risk behaviors. Over time, the goal is to
identify specific causes so that an adolescent's involvement in risky behaviors can be
predicted and mediated.

The second approach, "risk-as-opportunity," is also rooted in history. In classical
times, risks and adventures were presented as ",,, ordeals, tests of valor, virtue, strength,
and fidelity that were to be met and endured" (Lightfoot, 1997, p, 18), The goal was not
to simply 'encounter' these extraordinary events, but to actively seek them out for the
challenge and the education they provided, tlowever, as noted above, only recently have
investigators considered the possibility that risk taking may have some positive
consequences for development, and that experimentation and risk-taking is a normative
process.
A number of conceptual approaches have been used as a basis for research on
adolescent risk taking. Some of those discussed below are widely used, while others are
relatively new. They are grouped and reviev^ed under the headings of problem behavior
theory, risk as sensation seeking, risk as socially learned behavior, risk as a decisionmaking process, risk as invulnerability, risk as normative, and risk from a socio-cultural
developmental perspective.

Problem Behavior Theory
Richard lessor's problem-behavior theory examines the interaction of factors that
arise within and between three systems: the personality system, the perceived
environment system, and the behavior system. The interaction of the variables within
each system and the interaction of the person and the environment result in either
susceptibility to or protection from problem behaviors. Across the three systems of
personality, perceived environment, and behavior, the overall balance of behavior reflects

the tendency to engage in socially acceptable behaviors or to engage in socially deviant
behaviors. This is also called "the degree of psychosocial conventionalityunconventional ity" (Donovan, lessor, & Costa, 1991).
Stemming from lessor's problem behavior theory is the concept that risk factors
cluster together to form what might be called a "problem behavior syndrome" (Donovan
8c Jessor, 1995; lessor, 1992; lessor, Donovan, & Costa, 1991; Lightfoot, 1997). The
perspective that Jessor (1992) calls the "problem-of-the-week" approach, in which
different issues are in the spotlight each week, has the potential to obscure the extent to
which certain risks may be associated with other risks, as it has been shown that
adolescents who are taking risks are taking them in a variety of "domains" (Lightfoot,
1997). In contrast, the problem behavior perspective suggests a more comprehensive
approach that explores whether risk behaviors cluster together, or form a "syndrome"
(Jessor, 1992). This approach is concerned with all adolescent risk behaviors and seeks
to understand the elements or environments that enable the sustainment of these
behaviors.
Several studies have documented relations between different risk behaviors, and a
fairly large amount of evidence has been gathered that supports the problem behavior
syndrome perspective. The evidence that supports this perspective is strongest for those
risk behaviors that are also problem behaviors, such as drug use, criminal behavior,
alcohol use and abuse, and early onset of sexual activity. In one of their earlier
longitudinal studies of high school youth, Jessor and Jessor (1977) documented the
relationship between use of marijuana, cigarettes, alcohol, and early sexual activity.

Specifically, for example, when drinking status was used as a marker for at-risk youth,
they found that 80% of the at-risk subjects were marijuana users and 61% of these
individuals had engaged in sexual activity. Further, while 61% of the marijuana users
were sexually experienced, only 18% of the nonusers were. Overall, the empirical
evidence supports the existence of the problem behavior syndrome for adolescent risk
behaviors.

Risk as Sensation Seeking
One of the most widely researched avenues of adolescent risk behavior is
sensation seeking. In this approach, biological differences account for personality traits
that correlate with risk behaviors and individual differences in risk taking due to the
variance in individuals' capacity for differing levels of stimulation and arousal
(Zuckerman 1979, 1987; Zuckerman, Buschsbaum, 8c Murphy, 1980). The assumption
here is that engaging in risky behaviors that include a chance of loss heightens the level
of arousal.
People are thought to respond directly to risky situation or opportunity, rather
than making a decision about a situation, the result of which is the risk. According to the
sensation seeking perspective, the social environment, according to the opportunities it
makes available, helps to determine what types of activities an individual chooses to
engage in, depending on whether the individual is seeking to increase or decrease their
level of arousal (Zuckerman 1979; Zuckerman et al, 1980). Individuals' capacity and
proclivity for seeking out risks can be conceptualized as a continuum, with individuals
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who seek out many risks at the high end of the continuum. For example, individuals
who seek out risks, or sensations, are more impulsive, less able to control gratification,
and are considered more uninhibited. In addition, individuals who actively seek out risks
are more likely to be involved in many risky activities (Jessor, 1992).

Risk as Socially Learned Behavior
This is a general perspective that overlaps with several other categories, and it has
played an imperative role in risk behavior literature (Akers, 1977; Akers & Cochran,
1985; Akers, Krohn, Lanza-Kaduce, & Radosevich, 1979; Krohn, Akers, Radosevich, &
Lanza-Kaduce, 1982). One example is Edward Sutheriand's (1939) differential
association theory in which he proposed "delinquent behaviors," such as risky behaviors,
are socially learned in small, informal groups. Sutherland (1939) also asserted that
adolescents acquire their beliefs about behavior, including risky behavior, from their role
models, especially close friends and parents. A great deal of research has been built upon
these basic ideas over time.
Adolescents are continually exposed to various individuals and groups of people
who influence their beliefs, including personal attitudes and beliefs about rules, laws, and
values. All of these components serve to guide the individual in making choices to act in
law-abiding or violating ways. More specifically, social learning theory states that
adolescents who become involved with role models who take risks are likely to, first,
observe and imitate the risky behaviors, and then continue these behaviors after receiving

social reinforcement, such as encouragement and support (Akers, 1977; Akers &
Cochran, 1984; Akers et al,, 1979; Krohn, et al,, 1982),

Risk as Decision-Making
Quadrel et al, (1993) present the notion that society treats its adolescents
according to how their behaviors are interpreted. In many ways, the easiest explanation
for many adults to grasp may be that adolescents get into trouble because they do not
understand the risks they are taking. According to this perspective, once adolescents
understand the facts of risk, they will voluntarily behave as they are supposed to, thus
choosing among different courses of action and making an informed decision (Furby &
Be3fth-Marom, 1992), If adolescents continue to take risks, then the message is not
getting across and the delivery of the information must be reconsidered, A more
troubling interpretation of the decision-making perspective, perhaps, is that adolescents
actually understand the risks of their behaviors, but choose to ignore them, or at the very
least greatly underestimate them (Quadrel et al,, 1993),

Risk as Invulnerabilitv
Another popular explanation for why adolescents take risks is that they ignore, or
at least underestimate, the likelihood of bad outcomes (Quadrel et al., 1993). A fairiy
common view regarding this "underestimation" is that teenagers see themselves as
invulnerable. As a result, they focus entirely on the benefits of their behaviors rather than
the potential risks. The most frequently cited theory examining adolescent
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invulnerability is Elkind's (1967, 1978) concept of adolescent egocentrism, which utilizes
the 'imaginary audience' and the 'personal fable' as the main concepts of the theory. The
'imaginary audience' refers to adolescents' tendency to make no distinction between
others' thoughts and their own, believing themselves to be central to the thoughts and
attentions of others. Additionally, the 'personal fable' is defined as the adolescents'
tendency to believe their thoughts and feelings are completely unique from those of
others, resulting in a very strong belief in their own uniqueness and even their own
indestrucfibility (Elkind, 1967, 1978; Furby & Beyth-Marom, 1992; Quadrel et al,, 1993).

Risk as Normative
Several researchers (Baumrind, 1992; Furby & Beyth-Marom, 1992; Irwin, 1993;
Lightfoot, 1992, 1997) point out that despite the negative views of risk taking, it may be
better understood as normal adolescent behavior, conducive to normative development.
This experimentation can be associated with secondary gains such as increased selfconfidence and self-esteem, a higher level of stress tolerance, and even an increased
aptitude in taking initiative (Baumrind, 1992). In contrast to the large number of studies
demonstrating the negative effects of experimentation and risk-taking, considerable
research has shown that adolescent risk behaviors are "... functional, purposive,
instrumental, and goal-directed" (Jessor, 1992, p. 378). These goals are often those that
are central in normal adolescent development. Indeed, Jessor (1992) points out that it is
fairly easy to see how risky activities such as smoking, drinking, taking dmgs, or
engaging in sexual acfivities can serve to accomplish several goals. For example, a few
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goals that may be met through engaging in risky behaviors might include gaining peer
acceptance and respect, establishing autonomy from parents, coping with anxiety, or in
affirming maturity.
Cynthia Lightfoot argues that the majority of our modern approaches to
adolescent risk-taking behavior characterize the "young experimenter as a troublemaker"
(Lightfoot, 1992, 1997). In addition, she points out that much of the current risk research
extracts the "problem behavior" from the context of adolescent development. It is only
recently that risk behaviors and adolescent experimentation have been considered
functional and normative, although investigators also recognize the potential dangers to
the individual, and to society, of dysfunctional risk taking.

Risk from a Socio-Cultural Developmental Perspective
Contextual perspectives emphasize development in context. From this
perspective, development is seen as "... arising from the dynamic interrelations among
systems that exist within and without persons" (Magnusson & Cairns, 1996, p, 7). These
authors go on to state that a core principal of this developmental approach is that the ",,.
individual is an active, purposeful part of an integrated, complex and dynamic personenvironment system" (p. 7), With developmental contextualism, it is important to
understand how the multiple contexts that affect individual development interact over
fime. Each context must be studied over time both individually and as a part of the
system to gain a complete picture. The developmental contextual approach recognizes
that changes constantly occur physically, psychologically, emotionally, and cognitively,
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This approach takes changes and the development of the individual over time into
consideration, and recognizes that the individual not only is influenced by but also
influences his or her environment as well. This bidirectionality continues throughout life,
although not necessarily with the same amount of influence at each developmental stage
(Magnusson & Cairns, 1996),
Every individual member of a culture learns the norms and rules of that culture
throughout the duration of his of her life. Because ".., an individual develops and
functions in a dynamic, continuous, and reciprocal process of interaction with his or her
environment, including relations with other individuals, groups and the subculture," the
cultural context that influences those relationships is an important facet of those
relationships and individuals (Magnusson & Cairns, 1996, p,13). Parents influence what
their children learn, as do teachers and peers. The media also imparts society's messages.
These messages are different for the different age groups in the culture, but they continue,
nonetheless, throughout a person's life. In adolescence, peers are very important and
influential factors that should be considered, therefore adolescents may be especially
receptive to the messages of their particular adolescent subculture.
Cynthia Lightfoot approaches her work from a socio-cultural developmental
framework. Lightfoot (1997) states that her efforts to understand adolescent risk-taking
led her toward a "theoretical orientation" that she termed the interpretive perspective.
This perspective is meant to help explain the actions of persons ".. .within the symbolic
forms, communicative practices, and shared idioms of culture" (p, 8).
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Lightfoot (1997) places risk taking in developmental perspective, for example,
pointing out its play-like aspects. Risk-taking often exudes an attitude that conveys a
"don't have to" or "just for the hell of it" message. Like play, risk-taking can provide
commentary about the players and how they understand and interpret each other and the
larger scheme of things. Risks may express, for example, a thumb-to-nose defiance of
authority, or they can express one's commitment to a group of peers. In addition, risks
can articulate the history and nature of one's relationship with a specific individual. For
example, some risks are taken with acquaintances, whereas other are shared only with
close friends. In all of these cases, or from all of these interpretive levels of analysis,
risk-taking is a way of framing the world, or at least certain portions of it.
Risk taking can also be considered in terms of the imagination and creativity it
inspires, and can also be considered in terms of its dramatic structure and aesthetic
properties. Taking the creative aspects of risk into consideration, risk taking moves
beyond the "ordinary and predictable," often leaving the individual feeling uncertain.
This uncertainty can generate feelings of excitement and even fear in the individual,
revealing the existence of the emotions that are associated with taking risks (Lightfoot,
1997),
Lightfoot (1997) suggests that taking a risk is to act within the imaginative sphere.
Risk taking often involves the creation of assumptions, the implementation of
experimentation, and the testing of boundaries and previously held assumpfions. The
excitement and the experimental actions involved in adolescent social life provide means
for the imagination to be expressed, which contributes to the development of social

14

participation and awareness of the self Play, drama, and narrative can serve as powerful
tools to help transform the mere experiences of risk taking into cultural experiences. In
contrast to the passive flow of "mere experience," taking a risk can be seen as an effort to
seek out or to have a meaningful experience rather than an attempt to engage in simple
rebellious acts (Lightfoot, 1997), Risk taking does not have a random beginning and
ending. Rather, these types of behaviors are often chronological, having both a beginning
and an end.
In her efforts to understand adolescent risk-taking as play, Lightfoot (1997) was
led toward the "interpretive perspective." This approach attempts to locate the actions of
persons within the different forms of symbolism and communication practices of culture.
From this perspective, risk-taking is perceived as meaningfijl action, and as such, risky
behaviors can be understood as a form of shared experience between individuals who
know and act toward one another on the basis of particular opinions and circumstances.
These shared experiences are constmcted and expressed over time and through the course
of social participation. From this perspective, as Lightfoot (1992, 1997) expresses, the
term 'risk taking' is unfortunate, as 'risk' implies a danger of failure or harm.
The main idea of the interpretive approach is that people's life experiences are
entwined into narratives, or stories, in such a way that individuals recreate their images of
themselves as well as the groups or communities with which they associate (Lightfoot,
1997), In this respect, storytelling is considered essential to the formation of the identity,
and is also thought to be important for building personal and cultural stability. The
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"narratory principle," therefore asserts that individuals "... think, perceive, imagine, and
make moral choices according to narrative structures" (p. 2),
Using the narrative approach, and in order to attempt to capture the adolescents'
perspective, Lightfoot (1997) extensively interviewed 41 teenagers between the ages of
16 and 18. From these interviews, she interpreted the meaning of risk for these
individuals. Risks were described as ".,. targets of astonishment and admiration not only
for one's friends, but for oneself (p, 99), Approximately 30% of the adolescents'
explanations for their risk-taking behaviors indicated that",.. risks are appealing because
of their developmental implications", providing opportunities to learn about one's own
abilities as well as his or her own identity (p. 99). In addition, other responses described
risk in terms of its ability to "... modulate levels of arousal and excitement" or "release
tension" (p. 99). The author said that it was quite apparent that the release implied much
more than simply an outlet for venting frustrations or anxieties. The adolescents reported
that"... getting a 'different perspecfive on things,' and getting 'wild and uninhibited'"
(pp. 99-100), made them feel good as well as offering an opportunity to feel closer to
their friends. Lightfoot (1997) noted several other responses that focused more on the
social implications of risks. For example, some of the social implications noted by the
adolescents were that risk-taking might impress friends, give them something to "talk and
laugh about later" (p. 100), or serve to create memories. Many of the remaining
responses indicated that risks are also considered enticing because they are indicative of
defiance and rebellion against authority.
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In their definitions of risk, many of the adolescents spoke of challenging their
own personal boundaries, of gaining feelings of accomplishment and success, and of
learning about responsibility (Lightfoot, 1997). One of the adolescents who was
interviewed reported, "It (risk taking) gives you inner strength and you can go on to try
other things" (p. 104), while another stated, "It proves something to your self— that you
can do it" (p. 104). In addition, while reflecting on risks and their appeal, many of these
issues were captured in their stories. Some of the common themes found in the
adolescents' stories included the exhilaration drawn from participating in a novel or
forbidden activity, the importance of gaining control over the unknown, and feelings of
increased maturity that come from a successful risk.
Lightfoot (1997) stressed two main points regarding risk-taking behaviors. First,
she asserted that many risk-taking activities are representative of what adolescents
themselves think it means to be an adolescent. Secondly, she also stated adolescence
involves a struggle to become someone more mature, and by taking risks such as
drinking, smoking, and even engaging in sexual activities, adolescents participate in the
activities that they perceive as mature, adult behaviors.
From the narrative approach, then, we get a sense that risks are associated with
the cultural concepts and the adolescents' own concepts of development (Lightfoot,
1997). The narrative, or the telling of a story, helps to generate a sense of a coherent
identity, as well as a coherent path for the individual to follow over time. Within this
milieu, even risks that have failed miserably are considered to be positive in that they
promote learning and development,
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Taking risks can be viewed as occupying what Lightfoot (1997) called a
privileged role in development. Risk taking is considered a privileged role because of the
meaning it carries and what it communicates to others. Taking risks with other people,
such as friends, is considered to be conducive to developing cohesive interpersonal and
group relationships. These shared risks are often described as representative of such
relationships. Thus, risk involvement can be viewed as an illustration of who the
adolescent is and what he or she would like to become.

Rationale and Research Questions
Lightfoot's (1997) study is the only major study that has thoroughly explored the
implications of a socio-cultural developmental framework for studying risk behaviors.
Throughout her work, Lightfoot displays her unique and innovative perspective. First,
she addressed the adolescents directly. Although she spoke to the parents and was
granted their permission to conduct the interviews, she interviewed the adolescents
without other adults present at least twice. During these interviews, the adolescents were
allowed and encouraged to speak freely and openly. They were not responding to a great
number of specific questions that were assigned numeric values, but were rather sharing
their experiences, views, and insights.
Second, through this type of interview, a great deal of rich and descriptive data
was collected. In addition to the richness of the data, what Lightfoot (1997) collected
was new and original. For example, from the data collected from the interviews with the
adolescents, Lightfoot showed that risk behaviors were considered to be fun not only
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because the individuals were defying authority, but also because there was an element of
play and drama present. In addition, the adolescents were engaging in shared social
activity, which was indicative of shared history and camaraderie (p, 2),
However, there are also several weaknesses present within Lightfoot's (1997)
study. First, the sample in this study was a small, homogenous sample consisting
generally of white middle class adolescents. In addition, the adolescents were generally
high achieving and were not considered to be "high risk," Lightfoot's (1997) study does
not include adolescents considered to be "at-risk." Therefore, we do not know whether
the adolescents in her sample ascribe the same meanings to or engage in risky behaviors
for the same reasons as adolescents in an "at-risk" population might.
The present study involved interviewing twelve young adults who were heavily
involved in risky behaviors and drug and alcohol use during their adolescent years.
These participants had previously been in treatment programs, and are currently involved
in a recovery program through the university. The purpose of the study was to explore
the meanings of risk behaviors among a very different sample of adolescents than the
sample in Lightfoot's study. The focus was the individual's own views toward risky
behaviors and the meanings the individual places on these actions.
The individuals involved in this study were those who participated first-hand in
risky behaviors and had also witnessed friends engaging in risky behaviors. This study
explored the meanings individuals ascribe to their own risky behaviors, including their
attitudes toward and motivations for engaging in risk-taking behaviors. It also looked at
how the participants' answers were different or similar to the results from other studies,
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especially Lightfoot's work. This study focused on one main research question, which
was: What are the meanings of drug and alcohol use for adolescents who engage in these
risk behaviors?
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CHAPTER III
METHODS

Sample and Procedures
Participants were recmited from a group of students who hold scholarships
provided by the Center for the Study of Addiction in the Department of Human
Development and Family Studies, Texas Tech University, This scholarship program is
for students currently in recovery for drug and alcohol abuse and addiction. The Center
provides many resources for their scholarship students, including support groups and
recovery meetings. Scholarship students are required to attend at least four of these
meetings per week, including a recovery seminar and a meeting held weekly in the
Human Sciences building. Also, two of these four meetings must be 12-step meetings.
In addition, to retain their scholarship, students are required to maintain their grades and
must not begin using drugs or alcohol again.
The goal was to recruit a minimum of 12 students to participate in the study,
approximately equally divided by gender. Ages were between 18 and 26, and all students
were in recovery for alcohol or drug addicfion. For those who volunteered, their
participation in the study substituted for one of the weekly meetings that scholarship
students were required to attend.
Recruitment took place during a regularly scheduled meeting for scholarship
students. The investigator solicited volunteers for an individual interview to be conducted
for research purposes, outside of the recovery or counseling environment. The
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invesfigator explained the purpose of this study, informed students that the interview
would be tape recorded, and clarified the conditions of confidentiality and anonymity.
Interviews were conducted in an office in the Human Sciences building.
Participants were provided with a consent form outlining the purpose and the procedures
of this study. Contact information was provided on these forms in the case that they had
any questions or comments. They were informed that data collected for this project
would be treated as confidential. Any names mentioned during the interview were
omitted from the typed transcripts.

Interview
The semi-structured interview format consisted of open-ended questions in order
to encourage the participants to express their experiences and perceptions in their own
words. In a semi-structured interview format, participants have the opportunity to
introduce issues the investigator had not thought of previously, which allows the
interviewer to probe interesting areas that may arise. As Morgan (1988) asserts,
successfiil interviews not only cover the issues and questions the researchers have
prepared, but also allow and encourage the introduction of issues that the researcher had
not anficipated. Also, the invesfigator may pursue the goal of trying to enter the "...
social and psychological world of the respondent" (Smith, 1995, p. 12). With this
approach, the participant is seen as the expert on the subject and should therefore be
allowed maximum opportunity to tell his or her own story.
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The set of open-ended questions allowed the discussion to be guided by the
schedule rather than dictated by it. The interviewer asked the participants general
questions focused on the description of their experiences with drugs and alcohol, the
substances they became involved with during their adolescent years, how they
remembered their experiences related to their drug and alcohol use, and looking back,
how they perceived those experiences at the time of the interview (see Appendix D).
Additional prompts were used if the participants gave short answers or seemed unsure
about the question.
The level of interviewer involvement can be conceptualized as a continuum.
Interviewers with low involvement play only a small role in the discussion and attempt to
keep their comments as nondirective as possible. Highly involved interviewers control
both the set of topics that are discussed and the dynamics of the interview (Krueger,
1994; Morgan, 1988; Stewart 8c Shamdasani, 1990). For this project, the interviewer was
moderately involved in the interview discussions, and encouraged the participants to
express their experiences and opinions, but also guided the discussion to ensure coverage
of the topics of interest.
Interviews do have some disadvantages, which often correspond with their
greatest strengths. There is less control over the data that are generated, as well as the
potential for the participant to continually stray from the topic matter. In addition, a
study using interviews can present many difficulties related to the amount of time that is
required to collect, transcribe, and analyze the data. Finally, the data are more difficuh to

23

analyze (Smith, 1995). However, for the purposes of this project, the advantages of using
an interview format outweigh the disadvantages.

Analysis Procedures
Uncovering meanings was the central aim in this study, and through the analysis
of the franscribed interviews, the investigator attempted to understand the content and
complexity of these meanings. This process involved the investigator engaging in an
"interpretive relationship" with the transcript, which Smith (1995) calls "interpretive
phenomenological analysis" (p, 18). The individual is the fundamental unit of analysis,
and the analysis is conducted in an interview-by-interview progression.
When using interpretive phenomenological analysis. Smith (1995) suggests
looking in detail at one transcript before moving on to others. This is the idiographic
approach to analysis, where one begins with particulars and works up to generalizations.
This type of analysis is an iterative process. The transcripts are read a number of times,
and each reading is likely to produce new insights. The investigator for this study first
transcribed the interviews, then engaged in reading the interviews in a step-by-step and
interview-by interview process, as described below.
The analysis was an interpretive work that followed several stages. First, the
transcript was read several times. The first time the investigator read the transcript, she
did not make any notations in the margins, but simply familiarized herself with the
interview. During the second reading of the transcript, she used the left margin to note
anything significant or interesting about what the respondents said, noting her
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impressions about the interview, and underlined phrases or passages in the text that stood
out or seemed most relevant to the problem being studied. Next, in the third reading, the
right margin was used to document emerging themes, including keywords that captured
what was in the text. These emerging themes were written in the margin of the text by
the paragraph in which it was located. This process continued throughout the transcript,
with each new concept and emerging theme being recorded in the margins. During this
time, several recurring concepts were noted, which was important in considering the
importance of a theme as well as the diversity and depth of each concept. This process of
theme extraction was done multiple times for each interview, often requiring a fourth or
fifth reading of the interview.
Then, on a separate sheet of paper, the emerging themes were listed. Some
initially clustered together, while others emerged as "master" or subordinate concepts.
The investigator began searching for connections between the themes, and after the list of
themes for the first transcript was compiled, a master list of themes was produced and
ordered coherently with subthemes. Finally, an "identifier of instances" was added. This
means that under each master theme, it was indicated where in the transcript instances of
the theme were found (Smith, 1995), This was the first stage in attempting to create
order from the array of concepts and ideas extracted from the responses.
Each interview was analyzed separately before moving on to the next consecutive
interview. This was done so that patterns of emerging themes could be explored. The
analysis continued in the same manner with each subsequent interview transcript. The
master list of themes from the first transcript was used to guide the analysis of the other
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transcripts. After each new transcript was read and analyzed, the master list was
amended and often expanded to accommodate other emerging themes or subthemes.
After this process was completed for all twelve interviews, the investigator
created a master list for each major theme, which included all subthemes located within
the major theme. In addition, all identifiers of instances were listed, as well as the
relevant or pertinent quotes that described and supported the theme or subthemes. The
concepts were revised through the analysis process. Labels were written for each theme
and subtheme, along with short summaries to describe its contents. When this was
completed, the identifiers of instances were counted for each participant, which were
added together with the other participants to create a total of identifiers for each major
theme. In this way, the themes were ordered from most commonly identified to least
commonly identified in the results section.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS

Brief Description of Participants
For the purposes of this study, all study participants will be referred to by
fictitious names. The study participants are as follows:
1. Brian is a single 19-year-old college freshman. He began using drugs and
alcohol when he was eleven, and he became addicted to these substances when he was
twelve, Brian used for three years before getting into recovery, and was addicted to
drugs and alcohol for two of the three years. He has been in recovery for approximately
five years.
2. Kevin is a 26-year-old college junior who is married and has two children. He
began using drugs and alcohol during his senior year in high school, when he was
eighteen. He reported that these substances became a "problem" for him after he
graduated from high school, and he became addicted to dmgs and alcohol soon after.
Kevin used alcohol and drugs for seven years before becoming sober, becoming addicted
within the first year of his use. Kevin did seek treatment twice during those seven years,
after four and five years of using. He has been in recovery for approximately one year.
3. Tanya is a single 23-year-old college junior. She began using drugs and
alcohol when she was fifteen, and she became addicted to these substances when she was
seventeen. Tanya sought assistance with her substance abuse problem when she was
eighteen, but did not become sober until four years later, Tanya used for six years, and
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was addicted for four of the six years. She has been in recovery for approximately two
years.
4. Amy is a single 23-year-old college senior. She began using alcohol and
drugs when she was fifteen, and she became addicted to these substances when she was
seventeen. Amy sought help two years into her addiction, when she was nineteen, but did
not become sober until a year later. Amy used drugs and alcohol for five years, and was
addicted for three of the five years. Amy has been in recovery for approximately two
years.
5. Beth is a single 25-year-old college sophomore. She began using dmgs and
alcohol when she was fifteen, and she became addicted to these substances when she was
eighteen. Beth was placed in treatment by her parents when she was sixteen for other
family-related problems, and did not become sober until she was twenty-years-old. Beth
used drugs and alcohol for five years, and was addicted for two of the five years. She has
been in recovery for approximately four years.
6. Greg is a single 20-year-old college sophomore. He began using dmgs and
alcohol at the age of fourteen, and became addicted to these substances at the age of
eighteen. He used dmgs and alcohol for approximately five years, and was addicted for
one of the five years. Greg has been sober for approximately a year.
7. Kara is a single 24-year-old college senior. She began using alcohol when she
was approximately twelve years of age, and began using dmgs when she was
approximately fourteen years of age. Kara became addicted to these substances when she
was seventeen. She used dmgs and alcohol for a total of nine years, and was addicted for
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four of the nine years. She used alcohol and dmgs for six years before seeking help, at
eighteen years of age, but did not stop using until another three years, Kara has been in
recovery for approximately three years.
8. Jack is a single 25-year-old college freshman. He began using dmgs and
alcohol when he was fourteen or fifteen years of age, and he became addicted to these
substances while he was still in high school. Jack used dmgs and alcohol for
approximately ten years before seeking help and entering recovery, and was addicted for
approximately seven of the ten years. He has been in recovery for about seven months,
9. Sam is a single 25-year-old college sophomore. He began using alcohol when
he was nine years old, and experimented with drugs at eleven years of age. These
substances became a problem for him when he was eleven years old, and is unsure when
he became addicted to these substances. Sam reports that the last few years of his use
were the heaviest, both in frequency of use and type of dmgs used. In total, he used
dmgs and alcohol for ten years before seeking help and entering recovery. Sam has been
in recovery for six years.
10. Christine is a single 20-year-old college freshman. She began experimenting
with alcohol when she was twelve years of age and began using dmgs when she was
about fourteen years of age. While alcohol was not identified as a "problem", her dmg
use became a problem the same year she started using, and she quickly became addicted.
She used for four years before seeking help and getting into recovery, Christine has been
in recovery for approximately one year.
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11, Laura is a single 19-year-old college freshman. She began using both alcohol
and dmgs when she was twelve years old, while still in the sixth grade. These substances
became a problem for her during the same year, and she became addicted to dmgs and
alcohol by the time she was fourteen. She used for five years before seeking help and
getting into recovery. Laura was addicted for three of the five years she used. Laura has
been in recovery for over a year.
12. Zach is a single 20-year-old college freshman. He began using both dmgs and
alcohol when he was fifteen years old, and reports that he quickly became addicted
within a month of his initial use. He used for two months before seeking help and
entering recovery. He was addicted for nearly the entire duration of his use. Zach has
been in recovery for four years.

Themes
Seven main themes with respect to the meaning of risk behaviors emerged
throughout these twelve interviews. Each of these themes contains numerous subthemes.
Identifiers of instances were used to determine how common the themes were among the
twelve interview participants. The themes are arranged in order from the most commonly
identified theme to the least commonly identified theme.
The first theme is perceived benefits of dmg and alcohol use. This theme
explored the benefits the interview participants perceived receiving from their substance
use. Some of the benefits added something to the participants' lives, whereas other
perceived benefits took away certain feelings or problems they were experiencing. In
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addition, some of the interview participants talked about how dmgs and alcohol helped
them to manage their problems or maintain a sense of normalcy. The second theme is
social meanings associated with risk behaviors. This theme explores ideas of social
acceptance, interests and experiences shared with peers, and building relationships and
connections with peers. The third theme, identity and self-esteem associated with risk
behaviors, focuses on the interview participants' perception of identity. In addition, selfesteem is also a major subtopic that emerges throughout the interviews, directly in
relation to identity. The fourth theme explores freedom and autonomy associated with
risk behaviors. Within this theme, many participants suggested that they felt 'freedom
from' or 'freedom to' do a certain thing or be a certain person. In addition, the
participants focused on feelings of maturity, independence, and leadership. The fifth
theme is social attitudes toward risk behavior and includes the interview participants'
perceptions of the normality of risk behaviors, the functionality of risk behavior, and the
social attitudes toward risk behaviors. The sixth theme is entitied attitudes toward
authority associated with risk behaviors. The subthemes focused on challenging
authority, the feeling of getting away with something, and failures of authority figures.
The seventh and final theme focuses on the development and learning experiences
associated with risk behaviors. The subthemes within this theme focus on social
development, development of maturity and responsibility, and the idea that dmg and
alcohol use provided valuable learning experiences.
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Theme 1. Perceived Benefits Associated with Risk Behaviors
This particular theme was found consistently across all twelve interviews. This
was the most commonly discussed theme throughout all the interviews, and includes
several subthemes and numerous topics of discussion. This theme was identified a total
of 278 times throughout the twelve interviews, and the range of number of times it was
discussed is fairly large, although it is based largely on the length of the interview. One
of the interview participants talked about this theme only fourteen times, while another
interview participant talked about it a total of forty-two times.
Three subthemes emerged within this theme. Each of these subthemes contains
several topics of discussion. The first subtheme is additive benefits, meaning the
individual perceived benefits being added to his or her life as a result of his or her
substance use. The second subthemes is detractive benefits, in which the individuals
perceived benefits through certain feelings or problems being lessened or taken away
completely as a result of his or her dmg use. Finally, the third subtheme that emerged
within this theme is that of management, whereby the individual perceived benefits in his
or her life due to his or her substance use that made him or her feel more able or capable
to maintain or manage his or her life.
Additive Benefits, All twelve of the interview participants talked about this
subtheme. There were many topics that fell within this subtheme, and most of the
participants discussed more than one topic in this subtheme. The first major topic of this
subtheme of additive benefits is that of gaining enjoyable or positive experiences or
feelings through substance use. Many of the participants talked about gaining positive
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feelings through their substance use. First, these feelings ranged from feeling positive
sensations to feeling a sense of euphoria due to their dmg and alcohol use. Several
individuals described the sensations they got from dmgs and alcohol in some detail.
Most reported that it was a feeling that was very hard to describe accurately, but that it
was an "amazing" or "euphoric" feeling. In addition, most of these individuals reported a
sense of "finding something" that made everything seem better Brian reported, "The
first time I did cocaine, to be quite honest, I just fell in love. I'd never felt that good..,, I
loved the feeling." Tanya described her experience, saying, "I mean, the first time I
drank, I remember thinking, 'This is it,' you know. And I thought, 'Wow, that's
awesome. I can't wait to do it again." She later described her experience with dmgs, and
said, "The first time you do it, it's like, amazing. You know, it's like, hard-core
amazing."
For some, the feelings they attained through the use of substances went beyond
just the euphoria or positive sensations dmgs and alcohol offered. Many of the interview
participants expressed that they generally felt happy and better about themselves when
they used dmgs and alcohol. A few participants stated they had stmggled with
depression during their adolescence, and using dmgs and alcohol made them feel much
better about themselves and their lives in general. These feelings were preferable to the
way they usually felt, even though the feelings were only temporary. Beth reported, "I
just thought it was fun, and I just enjoyed it, and I just liked the way it made me feel, and
I liked feeling happy.... I started to see that as a way to help me feel better instead of, I
don't know, trying to feel better some other way."
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Also, several individuals talked specifically about how "miserable" and
"insecure" they were, and they used substances as a way to try to improve their selfesteem, Greg reported, ",, after doing dmgs, um, like cocaine, methamphetamines, or
hallucinogens. , my ego would boost. My self-esteem was enlarged, Um, it gave me a
false sense of pride." Beth also summarized this idea well, saying, "When I was dmnk, I
wasn't unhappy. When I was dmnk, I didn't want to kill myself When I was dmnk, I
wasn't concerned about not having any friends. You know, it seemed like all those
things kind of went away, and I felt like when I was dmnk that I was the best me that I
could be. And the rest of the time when I wasn't, I just pretty much hated myself"
Another topic that arose within this subtheme is the idea that the use of dmgs and
alcohol made some of these individuals feel more secure or more comfortable with
themselves, and with their social environments. Often, the individuals expressed that
they felt out of control in their "normal" lives, without alcohol or dmgs. Substance use
allowed them to feel a sense of control or security in their own environment, and
regarding their own feelings and behaviors. Tanya expressed, "It goes back to just being
an insecure kid, I think. And I think that's the main reason I did it. Was to feel
comfortable in my own skin. And, I mean, it worked for a long time, you know. And it
did wonders for me, I thought." Greg reiterated Tanya's statement, saying, "With the
pot.. .everything was funny, and you were just comfortable in your own skin."
Next, some of the interview participants talked about using dmgs and alcohol in
order to gain attention either from peers or from parents. The type of attention the
individuals sought out seemed to vary widely from person to person. For example, Kevin
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talked about seeking attention, acknowledgement, and approval from his father.
However, Tanya talked about going out with her friends to "get hit on" by guys. She
said, "We were young and cute, and we weren't like, you know, goth and scary like most
of the kids there were, you know. And that's what I liked." Last, Zach talked about his
difficulty in making friends throughout junior high and high school. He reported, "I was
pretty much just looking for friends, you know, somebody to hang out with. , 1 found a
solution, I thought, to all my problems,"
When considering gaining enjoyable or positive experiences, the idea of fiin
cannot be overlooked. Most of the individuals who participated in the interviews talked
about the fun aspects of their dmg and alcohol use, and while sharing their experiences
and feelings, both positive and negative, they also talked about how much fun they had
while they were still using. Beth shared, "I just think in the beginning, it was just fun,
you know. I just knew that if I drank, I was going to have fun. And I could count on
that." Jack talked about his close group of friends with whom he used, saying, "That's all
we did was party. I mean, we had fun at the time." Laura also talked about using with
her friends, with whom she started using marijuana. She said, "When I first started using,
it was fun. Like, I guess pot was what I first started using a lot. And I was one of those,
you know, I'd just laugh at everything. You know, everything was hilarious.,., I guess
the fact that it felt good and that it was fun and that I was with my friends, and you know,
at parties... I think that just outweighed whether I believed it was wrong or not."
The other main topic within this subtheme of gaining enjoyable or positive
experiences or feelings is that of performance. Some of the interview participants
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expressed how dmgs and alcohol had helped them to feel more alert and as though they
had more energy. Amy talked about using speed, and-said that she often could stay up all
night and clean or study. During these times, she felt more productive. In addition,
Kevin talked about feeling more productive while he was using amphetamines while
working for his father. Because he was able to get more done and enhance his overall
performance, he gained approval from his father. As he said, "When I started using, for
the first time in my life, I was getting compliments from my dad, and uh, they were
rightly due,,.. And for the first time I was getting my father's approval."
Detractive Benefits. As with "Additive Benefits," this subtheme was found in all
twelve interviews, and was more prevalent than the previous subtheme. Again, there are
many topics and subtopics that emerged within this subtheme, and all the interview
participants talked about more than one topic.
The first major topic within this subtheme is that of escape. This was a
commonly used word to describe not wanting to "be in reality" or wanting to "get out o f
one's self In addition, these individuals also used the word "escape" to describe
avoiding or getting away from one's feelings for a time, or to get away from one's
problems. Brian talked about the idea of escape, saying, ".. just getting hyper and kind
of losing myself for a while. And taking a step back out of reality. That was the best
part. Not having to be in reality, to not feel all the time. That was definitely the best
part." Kevin added to this concept by saying, "But you know, that emotional pain. 1
mean, if I could mn from it, I would. And that's what I was attempting to do with my
dmgs.... Alcohol and dmgs are an escape. They don't help you deal with problems,"
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Another part of this topic is escape from the problems or "pressures" facing
someone in his or her life. Beth talked about the problems she experienced in her family
when she was an adolescent. She said that drinking became her primary activity, because
when she drank, she could think about something besides what was going on in her
family and the pain is caused her. In addition, Greg and Laura both talked about the
pressures they felt during their adolescence. Laura talked about escaping from the
pressure of the expectations that she be "perfect". Greg reported, "For me to escape the
pressures of life, and parents, and expectations, I would go out and just, and in blunt
terms, get flicked up."
Other participants talked about another aspect of escape. Amy talked about trying
to "get out o f one's self or trying to be someone else. Her comments suggested that she
didn't feel satisfied with her own life, and that she didn't feel good enough or special
enough as she was. When she shared her experiences, she talked about going out to bars
while she was underage, and dating older men. She enjoyed being part of the glamorous
club scene. Amy commented, "(It was) to escape. To live a life that would be better and
more unique than the one I was living."
Another topic within this subtheme is how these individuals dealt with their
negative or painful feelings and experiences. A very common word found throughout the
interviews was "numb." These interview participants used the concept of "numbness" or
numbing" as a way to describe how they dealt with negative feelings or memories, and it
was the one word or meaning that arose the most in these interviews.
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First, the participants talked about "wanting to be numb" as a way to erase
negative feelings, especially painfial feelings. Using dmgs and alcohol was a way for
these individuals to shut down their feelings and numb themselves to their painful
memories. In considering this topic, it is clear that many of these individuals experienced
a great deal of pain. For many, it stemmed from events and feelings that are perhaps
considered normal for most adolescents. However, many other interview participants had
to contend with traumatic events such as physical or verbal abuse, sexual abuse or
assault, and extreme harassment from peers.
When Brian talked about this idea, he said, "I just wanted to be numb. I mean,
that was the whole point when I used... to forget.... It meant I didn't have to feel. That
was everything. That's what it meant. I was in so much pain that it overwhelmed me.
To do this little line, you wouldn't have to feel. And that's all it meant, and that was
everything to me. Just being numb. Not even being high. Just being numb. Not having
to deal."
Other individuals were more specific about their experiences or exactly what they
wanted to numb themselves to. For example, Kara talked about the guilt and shame she
felt in regard to her use, as well as the things she had done while using. She said, "I think
probably the biggest benefit was just to, um, to stop my mind from racing, you know.
Because at this point, um, I had compromised so many values, and I had done so many
things that um, that just, everything sort of turned on me, you know, and I feh like there
was nobody to talk to, and there was nobody to help me."
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In addition, Sam talked specifically about his experiences at boarding school,
where he experienced some traumatic events. He reported that he had several violent
experiences that "... scarred (him) up pretty well,.," He said that when he got out of his
boarding school, he felt like he "... needed to drink to forget a lot of the things that
happened there..." After disclosing the violence that had happened to him, he said,
"Nobody knew, you know, how bad I was hurting inside and how bad things were, and
everything I was going through. So, you know, it (dmgs and alcohol) was just like my,
you know, safe zone. As long as I could feel good and numb then, you know, I could,
you know, hold a conversation with anybody, and nobody would have any clue that I was
under the influence."
Some of the interview participants also talked about numbing their feelings so
they would not be hurt by other people's words. A few individuals reported they had
been harassed a great deal by peers for different reasons. In addition, a few interview
participants talked about numbing their feelings with dmgs and alcohol so they would
feel less anxiety or fear. Laura talked about her anxiety about doing the wrong things and
making the wrong choices. Even though she felt guilty for her actions, she continued to
engage in the same behaviors, Dmgs and alcohol helped her to "depress (her) feelings or
to numb (herself)," allowing her to continue to drink and use dmgs, as well as maintain
the same group of friends.
This type of numbing of feelings is related to lowering inhibitions and lessening
fears. Some of the interview participants talked about being able to numb their fears and
anxieties with alcohol and dmgs so they would be less inhibited. Most of these
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individuals expressed that there were certain things they wanted to do, or a certain way
they wanted to feel that wasn't possible without substances present to lower their
inhibitions, Tanya said, "When I was dmnk, I was always, like, not insecure, and I was
all cute,,,, It was fun. I could let my guard down, and I wasn't so self-conscious, you
know, and we just had a blast," Also, Christine said, "When I was young, I was kind of
shy. So, you know, dmgs and alcohol kind of just let me act however I wanted without
worrying about what anybody thought, I thought that was such a great part of it,"
In addition, some individuals sought to lower their inhibitions in relationships
with members of the opposite sex. For example. Amy reported, "I was always extremely
paranoid about my body, because it's a whole 'ew' sort of thing. And so it made me a lot
more, like, any time I had a boyfriend, ever to do anything sexually, I always had to have
alcohol in me, because it scared me."
Several individuals presented another important aspect of numbing oneself to
negative emotions and memories during their interviews. These individuals talked about
some of the negative things that had happened to them during their childhood and
adolescent years. These painful memories made them feel suicidal. None of the
participants talked about attempting suicide during their adolescence, but they all agreed
that dmgs and alcohol helped them to temper their suicidal thoughts, and to numb these
feelings. Sam summarized his experience with suicidal thoughts, saying, "I know what I
went through, and everything that had to do with my own sexual abuse and everything
like that. There would have been no way that I could have handled, you know, getting
through all of that stuff without using. I know for myself, though, that I probably would
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have killed myself, you know, by the time I was eighteen if it hadn't been for, you know,
the relief I got from dmgs.... I think I did what I did because I needed to,"
While some of the interview participants talked about numbing their feelings with
dmgs and alcohol, others talked about using dmgs and alcohol as an outiet for their
feelings, especially anger. Brian disclosed that he was raised in an abusive home, that he
".., hated everything," and ",,,despised who (he) was." Despite also wanting to numb his
negative feelings, dmgs and alcohol provided him with a different opportunity. For
example, in Brian's family, his father was the abuser. He said that, ".. .it got to the point
when we finally left him for good, um, I was a very, very angry little boy, and all I'd seen
my whole life was violence, and it got to the point in my usage where I became the
abuser."
Zach spoke of his "outiet" in different terms. Although a family member had also
physically abused him, he did not become the abuser, instead, Zach's focus was to "get
away from (himself)" He said, "So, the meaning of alcohol and dmgs to me, it was just
to get away from (Zach). Try and get out of my skin."
The last major topic within this subtheme is that of avoidance. Many of these
individuals talked about using dmgs and alcohol to avoid dealing with their problems, or
masking the "real" problems, such as abuse or parental divorce. Amy talked about
masking her eating disorder with her alcohol use. She said, "My eating disorder was
active all through my alcohol and dmg use, and the only reason that's important is
alcohol was an excuse to throw up for me, so I would drink and then, you know, just like
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throw up, and everybody would be like, 'Oh, I guess she's sick from alcohol,' So I didn't
have to hide any of that (eating disorder) anymore."
Some of the participants talked about isolating or distancing themselves from
people as a way to avoid their problems, Kara and Sam both talked about pushing people
away with anger as a way to avoid their problems, Laura talked about all the problems
she had at school and with her family, and summarized her experience, saying, "I guess it
made me isolate. It made me hibernate in my room, and I didn't really want to talk to
anybody. But it (using dmgs and alcohol) made me feel good. It didn't ever really make
me feel bad at all."
Management. This subtheme was found in most of the twelve interviews, and
contains several topics to provide support for the subtheme. This subtheme differed from
the previous two in that the statements that support this theme do not suggest the
interview participants were seeking to add something or take something away from their
lives or their repertoire of feelings. This subtheme suggests that these individuals were
striving to simply manage their lives in the best way they knew how, and for them, it was
through the use of dmgs and alcohol. In this theme, the ideas of maintenance and coping
strategies and skills emerged.
The first topic that emerged was that of maintenance. Some of the interview
participants talked about how they slowly became dependent on their dmg of choice to
help them make it through the day or perform as expected. Amy, who was a good
student, knew she needed to stop using speed, but she thought, '"I've got to stop, but I
can't because my grades are going to slip. I can't go through withdrawal right now,'"
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In addition, some other interview participants discussed how their particular dmgs
of choice actually seemed to help them to maintain their different "lives", for example
being able to still use dmgs and maintain a "high", while maintaining appearances and
being able to keep their dmg use a secret, Kara talked about her experiences and said that
her dmg of choice was cocaine because, ",,, it wasn't incapacitating, , 1 could still
function and do this and do that, and go here, and maintain appearances, I guess, is
probably the main thing about cocaine,,,, I was really good at maintaining appearances,
you know."
Another aspect of maintenance is that of maintaining a certain level of
intoxication, therefore maintaining the numbness of feelings, Sam said, "It was, uh, like
a maintenance thing from the very beginning, so I'd just, uh, sneak off and do it by
myself,,.. Just like maintaining a buzz every night." Sam went on to talk about his
progression of use from alcohol to dmgs. He reported, "The marijuana and prescription
pills, it was a different type of buzz. It was more manageable at that point in time, just
because I think it was, you know, just the different chemistry, you know, I didn't have to
use as much of it, and I didn't have to, you know, (use as much) to get that effective
dose." Laura agreed with this idea, saying that after she had used marijuana for quite a
while, ".. .pot didn't really make me laugh a lot, but it did, you know, put me in a daze,
and you know, put me in my own little world."
Christine discussed another part of this subtheme. She said that she was
",,, someone you didn't want to be around, because I was just real hateful, I mean, I was
just a flat out bitch, really." She said that once she started using dmgs, she found it
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difficult to maintain her feelings and her mood without the aid of her dmg of choice.
This was a concern for her, because she found it difficult to go anywhere unless she knew
she had dmgs available for the fear someone would find out she was using dmgs. She
said, "I always had to make sure I had enough dmgs. If I was going to go anywhere, I
had to have enough to get me through it. If I didn't have enough, I wasn't going."
Another topic that was addressed within this subtheme was that of maintaining a
normal or functional feeling. Many of the interview participants expressed that after
using dmgs and alcohol for a time, they did not feel "normal" and did not feel like they
could "function" without it. Jack expressed, "I felt like I couldn't function without it, I
always used to joke around with my friends, saying, 'It's time to go get normal.'" Also,
Kara talked about her feelings before she began using dmgs and alcohol on a regular
basis, and how she felt more normal when she used. She said, "On the outside,
everything, I think, seemed pretty normal. Um,.. I had a job. Things like that. Um, but I
guess that for me, um, I didn't feel normal."
In addition, a few of the interview participants related their experiences regarding
feeling "normal" when using dmgs and alcohol. Christine presented two different
pictures of this idea. When she first began using, she thought it made her "normal" in
that she felt like she "... could get up and say and do whatever I'd want without having to
worry about being shy." However, when she talked about this idea of normalcy
regarding her later dmg use and addiction, it meant, "Being able to do normal things
during the day. You know, being able to just sit around and talk to somebody, .without
being sick all day. Just really being able to do the normal things,"
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The other main topic within this subtheme is that of coping or survival skills.
These were words or phrases that commonly arose within most of the twelve interviews,
and although these individuals talked about using dmgs and alcohol to cope or to survive,
they also differed a great deal in their methods and rationale for coping or surviving
through substance use,
Kevin disclosed that he was and is a very sensitive and emotional person.
However, he did not feel that he was allowed to express his emotions, and was therefore
very uncomfortable with the knowledge he was sensitive. In regard to his dmg use, he
said, "I thought it was survival. Yeah, I thought I would be able to survive. I'd be able to
be strong enough emotionally to deal with anjrthing that came my way, whether I had an
answer for it or not."
Some of the interview participants talked specifically about their lack of coping
skills. They related their experiences and explained that they didn't know or hadn't
learned how to deal with their problems without dmgs and alcohol. Tanya said, "You
know, my coping skill was alcohol.... It's a wonderful coping skill. I mean, for
anything.... But I think it's more like you don't bother learning anything else, you know.
Any other coping skills." She went on to explain that her use of alcohol and dmgs
seemed to solve all her problems, initially. "It was all taken care of, you know, in a
bottle. Or a joint, or whatever," she explained. "And I didn't have to bother, you know,
exploring any other avenues to happiness or to fulfillment."
However, this focus on one single coping skill did create some problems for some
of the interview participants later, Beth reported, "I didn't have any other way to deal
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with anything. You know, if I was unhappy, if I was mad, whatever, I didn't have any
other way to deal with it. It was just like, 'Just get dmnk, Whatever's going on, just get
dmnk,' And there was no other way to deal with emotions, to deal with problems, to deal
with situations in my life. That was it," While this did not present a problem right away,
Beth explained that when she realized her drinking was a problem and wanted to become
sober, she didn't " know how to live," or how to solve her own problems.
Although this was one aspect of using alcohol and dmgs as a coping skill, other
individuals looked at it as a way to simply manage their lives day to day. Laura talked
about being kicked out of her parents' house, and the problems she ran into after that.
She said, "I just needed that (marijuana and alcohol) to get through. I felt I needed it to
make my day better and stuff like that."
While talking about his experiences with dmgs and alcohol, and discussing how
they functioned as a coping skill, Kevin related his experiences from a treatment center,
and summarized how dmgs and alcohol weren't the great coping skill he had originally
thought they were. He said, "You know, the first time I got help, they said the problem is
'You're using to try to cope with your problems,' Well, I decided I was only going to use
on the days that were good. And then I had a moment of clarity and said, 'Well if they're
good days, then why am I trying to add something to it?"

Theme 2, Social Meanings Associated with Risk Behaviors
This theme was also found consistently across all twelve interviews. Social
meanings were discussed frequently throughout the interviews. As a whole, the twelve
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interviewees talked about social meanings of risk behaviors a total of 185 times.
Although this averages to fifteen instances per interview, the individual interviewees
talked about social meanings between nine and twenty times.
When talking about the social meanings of using dmgs and alcohol, several
different types of social meanings emerged. These include acceptance, shared activities,
and making connections or building relationships. Each of these subthemes includes
different variations of how the theme emerged.
Acceptance.

All the interview participants talked about acceptance. This

particular topic emerged most frequently in reference to social meanings. Several
different types of acceptance emerged, including fitting in with peers, leadership amongst
peers, lowering inhibitions, and peer pressure. Most of the interview participants cited
fitting in with peers as an important part of the meaning of their substance use. However,
while 'fitting in' was commonly suggested by the interview participants, this particular
topic emerged within the interviews in several different ways, including making new
friends, being accepted as who they are in a group of friends, and maintaining current
friendships and gaining additional social status.
In addition, some interview participants stated that they had more than one group
of friends, and while they remained friends with both groups, the group of peers with
whom they used dmgs and alcohol accepted them for who they were. Several interview
participants called this 'living a double life' For example, Greg said that, "I had two sets
of friends. I had the people I used dmgs with, and then the people I'd been friends with
all my life.., the friends that made me have some sense of normality in my life.... When
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I first initially started doing dmgs, I found the group (that) would accept me,,,.". Several
individuals not only suggested that using drugs and alcohol was expected and accepted
within their peer groups, but suggested that it was necessary in order to be a part of the
group.
A second item that emerged within the topic of acceptance was leadership
amongst peers, A few interview participants stated that while they wanted to be accepted
and wanted to fit in with their peers, they were also leaders among their peers groups
because they began using dmgs and alcohol at a younger age. Because they had begun
using dmgs and alcohol before their peers, they used this as a way to become accepted by
their peers. Kara, one of the interview participants, shared, "I was one of the first kids in
my class, and my age to start.... For some of my peer group, I think when I initially
started using, it meant 'it's ok, we can all go do this.'" Another interviewee, Sam, stated,
"I said, 'Hey look, this is a way I can show people how to do things, because I know you
don't mix whiskey and milk.' You know, you don't make a yogurt bourbon smoothie.
So it was kind of like I knew something about it that they didn't, so it was kind of my
way of making friends and, you know, talking to giris and things like that,"
Another item that emerged within the topic of acceptance is that of lowered
inhibitions. Here, lowering inhibitions emerged in several ways. Several participants
talked about using dmgs and alcohol in order to lower their inhibitions so they could do
things they didn't have the nerve to do and to squelch their feelings of shyness, A few
participants who said they were very shy during their adolescence stated that they
previously had a very difficult time fitting in with their peers, and had few to no friends,
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One interview participant, Beth, stated, "I was nomially real shy, and then I wasn't shy
when I was drinking, , 1 think just being around people who were drinking was positive.
I think the being able to talk to those people, and not just sitting in the comer being
quiet."
They sought to lower their inhibitions in order to increase their level of
acceptance among their peers, to become accepted by their peers, or to gain attention
from both their peers and from their parents. These participants expressed that they had
used dmgs and alcohol as a way to draw attention to themselves. The use of substances
allowed them to do things that they would not have done in a sober state. Kevin, stated,
"I'm one of those people that likes to be in the limelight. I think I'm an attentionseeker. ... I think with alcohol, it enabled me to do things that maybe I wanted to do, but
just didn't have the nerve to do,"
Finally, some participants expressed a desire to gain attention from parents, and
this was also accomplished through use of drugs and alcohol. For some individuals, it
was a way to draw attention to themselves when they got caught using dmgs and alcohol.
However, for some individuals, by using dmgs and alcohol, they were able to draw
positive attention to themselves. One interview participant explained that his use of
stimulants made him work faster, and therefore gained compliments and approval from
his father for the first time in his life.
The last topic within the acceptance subtheme of social meanings, peer pressure,
emerged many times. While the topic of acceptance by peers arose many times, most
interviewees did not label their experiences as 'peer pressure.' Those who did expressed
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that they felt pressured by peers, felt pressure to conform or to 'be' a certain way, or that
they needed to keep up with peers, especially if they were older peers. Several
individuals expressed that they feh this peer pressure because they were associated with
older peer groups who had higher expectations than peers their own age. Other
interviewees had similar experiences, even though their primary peer groups were around
their own age. Jack expressed, "I think there was a lot (of peer pressure). You weren't
cool unless you drank with the guys."
In addition, when the topic of peer pressure arose, a few of the participants
expressed that they were the ones placing pressure on their peers, in order to be accepted
as the leader or as having higher status than others in their peer group. Jack said, "When
I got into (dmg and alcohol use), I was pretty pressuring on other people. Especially
girls." This shows that the same individuals who may have feh pressured at one point in
time by more popular, more powerfial, or older peers to drink alcohol or to use dmgs have
the potential to, in turn, become the ones who place that pressure on their peers.
Shared Interests and Experiences. Each of the interview participants expressed
that their dmg use was, at least in part, a social activity. For some individuals, dmg and
alcohol use was a completely social activity, something they engaged in only with their
peers. Many of these individuals engaged in dmg and alcohol use only in the context of a
social activity, such as a party. For these individuals, their dmg and alcohol use seemed
to be centered around shared interests, and their experiences also seemed to be the same
as or very similar to those of their peers.
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Several participants expressed that their activities, as well as their attitudes and
behaviors related to dmgs and alcohol, were associated with their closest friends. Not
only did these individuals use substances together, but they also used them in similar
amounts and in the same contexts. For example, Laura said, "I ended up smoking pot all
the time, every morning, because we would smoke it before school."
In addition to using dmgs and alcohol in similar amounts and within the same
contexts, these activities often brought the group of peers or friends closer. For example,
Greg said, "There were times when we...would all drop acid, and we all thought we were
so entwined with each other.... That there were like five of us that were all one."
Other interview participants suggested that their use of dmgs and alcohol was
related to the group of friends or to the peer groups with whom they associated. For
example. Jack said, "(It progressed through) sports, I think, for me. That's what the guys
did.... It wasn't just me,... It was like the whole group of people I was around, that's
what we did."
Throughout the interviews, the participants discussed the experiences they
commonly shared with their friends or group of peers. Several participants reported that
they engaged in other risky or deviant behaviors only with friends and when they were all
under the influence of dmgs or alcohol. Sam reported, "We'd go out and get dmnk on
Friday nights, and ride around in somebody's father's car that we would have stolen for
the night and just go trash new homes and things like that. Just basic punk behavior, I
guess."
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Overall, many interview participants expressed that their dmg and alcohol use
was primarily or exclusively social. Rather than friends having an exclusive effect
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what or how they used, some participants suggested that this was a reciprocal process,
where people with whom they associated were chosen according to the substances they
already used.
However, for others, while they might have used with their peers most of the
time, they also used dmgs and alcohol on their own. For these individuals, while they
shared the same or similar interests with their peers, primarily the use of alcohol and
dmgs, their experiences and motivations centering around dmg and alcohol use differed a
great deal. For example, Sam expressed several times that, "It wasn't so much that I was
using it to be social. I think it was just the people I was around and the friends I had at
the time that were starting to experiment more.... But I never was really doing it just to
be social. It always was to maintain the feelings. So, I mean if I could bring social
interaction into that, I would.... (It was social) to the point of supporting my habit."
Building Relationships and Connections. Several interview participants
suggested that much of their use was geared toward building relationships and making
connections with peers. This desire goes beyond acceptance in that in these instances, the
individuals are not seeking to become a part of a particular peer group or be included in a
particular activity. Instead, these individuals are seeking to feel a sense of connection
with peers, as well as seeking to develop a closer relationship or connection with a
particular person or group of people.
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Building relationships with people emerged as a common topic within the social
meanings theme. Here, the participants who discussed this topic suggested that they
often feh better, or thought they would feel better, if or when they could develop
relationships with people, or feel really connected to someone in their lives, Beth
reported, "I had some random acquaintances during adolescence, but no real friends.
And then I developed some relationships (after beginning to use dmgs and alcohol)," In
addition, Zach expressed, "I really didn't have any friends. And that's why I started
using in the first place,.., I was pretty much just looking for friends, you know,
somebody to hang out with. And...it was just like, 'now I've got somebody to hang out
with. Now it'll be better'"
Some individuals were interested in developing relationships with a particular
person, or a particular type of person in order to feel connected. Often, this type of
connection arose through close romantic relationships, and these participants expressed
that they used dmgs and alcohol because their romantic partners did. Some individuals,
however, suggested that they were still learning how to develop close relationships at the
time, and did not necessarily need the relationship to be close or serious in order to feel a
connection with someone. For example. Jack said, "(Some of the positives were) getting
to hang out with the girls. I mean you go to the party to get dmnk and get laid when
you're in high school."
Finally, some individuals feh more connected when they could identify with a
particular group of people or a particular lifestyle. This type of connection was
associated with a more exciting peer group or lifestyle, of which the participants strove to
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be a part. To illustrate this, Greg said, "It gave me some friends that were really unique,
to say the least, I mean, how many people can say one of their best friends was a drag
queen/dmg dealer? I mean, I knew the drag world in and out. I knew a lot of famous
drag queens, which is very glamorous." Similarly, another interview participant, Sam,
reported that when he followed a band for a long period of time, he ". .kind of got to go
live like a rock star for a little while, and that was fun. I got to meet people and do things
that most people didn't get to do at my age."

Theme 3, Identitv and Self-image Associated with Risk Behaviors
Identity and self-image was another common theme that emerged throughout
these interviews. This theme was found across all twelve interviews. Instances of
identhy and self-image were found a total of 111 times throughout the interviews.
Among the twelve interviews, however, there was a wide range of the number of times
this theme was discussed. One of the interviewees talked about identity and self image
nineteen times during his interview, while another participant discussed this theme only
two times.
A few different subtopics emerged while examining this theme. These subtopics
were quite intertwined. Much of this theme focused on one's identity, and exploring
what that identity was to the individual. In addition, however, self-esteem was also a
major subtopic that emerged throughout the interviews directly in relation to identity.
Much of the time when the participants talked about finding their identity, or identifying
with a particular group of people or lifestyle, the topic of self-esteem arose. Most of the
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interview participants seemed to strive to build their self-esteem in relation to building
their identity.
Identity, One of the most common subtopics within the identity theme was
exploration of identhy. Exploration of their values was a part of this process. Several
participants reported that they used substances in order to try to discover their identity.
They called this process trying to find themselves, or to even be themselves or let their
'real' self emerge. Tanya stated, "... at the time I thought it was cool, and I thought the
'real' me would come out. .when I was stoned." These individuals often expressed that
when they were using dmgs or alcohol, they often felt like they didn't have to "put on an
act" and could be themselves, or as Christine said, she could be "... who I thought I
wanted to be." A few of the participants suggested that after they used substances to
"find" themselves, their use eventually became part of their identity, Kara said that
toward the end of her use, it was her ",,. sole identity. I mean, it was the only thing that I
really knew about myself was that I was a drug addict."
Next, many of the interview participants reported they were aware of the
particular reputation or persona they were striving to achieve. They were able to relate
this in specific and clear detail when asked. Often they were attracted to a very specific
lifestyle, usually striving to attain the reputation of someone who liked to party and who
was fun to be around, like Kara, who said, "I wanted to use and be a party giri...." A few
of the participants reported that they wanted to eam a reputation of being "tough", or as
Sam said, ".. .one of the cool bad kids" Several of the participants talked about the
"glamour" and excitement they perceived to be a part of these lifestyles. They expressed
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wanting to be a part of that life and live out their idea of "glamour" or "excitemenf that
they saw in the movies or perceived to be a part of a role model's life.
A few of the individuals who talked about a specific persona they were trying to
achieve or lifestyle they were striving to become a part of reported that they actually got
to be a part of that "world" for a while, Greg said that he had some very unique friends,
and ",. ,knew the drag world in and out. I knew a lot of famous drag queens, which is
very glamorous. Sam was another person who was able to achieve his coveted lifestyle.
He reported that he ".. .got to live like a rock star for a little while", as he followed a band
around the country and ended up working for the band. Finally, a few of the participants
stated that they became involved in selling dmgs, as well as using dmgs. This became
part of the persona they strove to achieve, and enjoyed the feeling of having something
that someone else wanted. To them, it was a position of power.
Two of the participants were very clear that they strove to be different or set
themselves apart from their peers, or to be in a position of leadership. Kara and Sam both
reported they were the first ones in their peer groups to start drinking and using dmgs.
Kara said, "I feh like h distinguished me." However, in retrospect, she said that while
she thought h was an independent decision, "... it was a decision to be just like everybody
else."
While all the participants discussed exploring their identity and trying to discover
their "real" self, many of the interviewees also talked about the difficulty involved in this
task. These individuals talked about how they often tried to maintain their substance use
and the accompanying lifestyle as separate from their life with their family and their more
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cautious or conservative friends. All the individuals who talked about this phenomena in
the same manner, talking about leading a "dual life," "two separate lives," or as Kara
stated, ",, ,a Jeckyl and Hyde kind of existence." They talked about the importance of
maintaining positive appearances of leading a healthy, "goody-goody" life, as expected
by their family and others in their lives. They did this in order to stay out of trouble, and
as a way to hold on to their future goals or chances at success.
However, for these individuals, one life didn't feel like enough, as they also
wanted to identify whh those peers using drugs and alcohol. Almost all of the interview
participants talked about wanting to identify with certain peers. Some achieved this by
throwing wild parties, or drinking or using drugs in order to feel more comfortable
around or to fit in with the "popular people." Others engaged in activities congment whh
the interests of their peer group. Tanya said, "There was a time... when I like started
smoking pot and stuff, and decided, you know, I was going to be deep, and you know,
watch deep movies and read thick books, and have discussions over coffee, and stuff like
that. And I think that was more just because I was so scared about rejection, you know.
And I knew these dope-smoking fools, they won't reject me,"
Some of the participants' comments focused more on the idea of a group identity.
These particular individuals seemed to have a very close and defined group of friends
throughout much of their alcohol and dmg use. For these people, this particular group of
friends was central to their substance use, as well as central to their social life. They all
engaged in the same activities, went to the same parties, and used the same substances
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together. This seemed to be especially tme for the individuals who perceived themselves
to be part of the popular crowd during their junior high school and high school years,
Self-Esteem, As stated above, self-esteem was very intertwined with all aspects
of identity. As such, it is important to mention it here. All of the interview participants
talked about a striving to find an identity or to achieve a particular identity or reputation
in order to feel better about themselves, Kevin summed this up fairiy well, saying, "I was
setting out to like myself" However, some of their feelings went deeper than trying to
like themselves more. For example, Brian said, "I was a very, very angry littie boy. I
hated everything. I hated the world and everything in it. I hated myself I hated looking
in the mirror. I despised who I was."
Through dmg and alcohol use, these individuals were able to achieve this goal, to
feel better about themselves, at least for a time. Overall, when they used dmgs and
alcohol, they felt "cooler," or "smart and cute." This helped them to feel more confident
in themselves, as well as helping them to fit in with their "cool" peers. Kara said, ",. .you
think, 'Wow, these people really like me,... They like me. I'm cool. They let me come
to their parties. There must be something of value in me, or else I wouldn't get to be
here."
In addhion, for some, their dmg use served two purposes. A few of the
interviewees were also in recovery for eating disorders, while others stmggled with their
body image. One individual said that her drug use helped her to lose a lot of weight,
which was very poshive for her at that point in time. In addition, some of the
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interviewees suggested that certain dmgs helped them to feel more productive and
ultimately, more successful.
Another aspect of self-esteem that emerged during the interviews was that of
seeking to be unique in order to feel special and better about one's self Greg said that
when he was using, he wanted to ",, live a life that would be better and more unique than
the one I was living," In addition, he said he wanted to be considered "terminally
unique."
Several participants suggested that drinking and using dmgs was essential to
remain safe. As Beth said, "When I was dmnk, I didn't want to kill myself When I was
dmnk, I wasn't concerned about not having any friends. You know, it seemed like all of
those things kind of went away, and I felt like when I was dmnk that I was the best me
that I could be. And the rest of the time when I wasn't, I just pretty much hated myself"
Finally, a few of the interview participants suggested that when they became more
deeply involved whh dmgs and alcohol, they chose to be around people who would make
them feel better about themselves. Both Tanya and Laura stated they found friends they
knew would not reject them or seemed worse off than they did. Overall, these friends
made them feel better about their dmg and alcohol use, as well as their lifestyles, in
general.

Theme 4. Freedom and Autonomv Associated with Risk Behaviors
This theme was also found across all twelve interviews. However, h was found
less frequently and less consistently than the previous theme, perhaps showing that this
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theme was, overall, less important to the participants. While at times the participants
ched specific feelings of freedom and autonomy, or specific instances where they
perceived that they gained something valuable for themselves, the information for this
theme was generally derived from the messages of freedom and autonomy conveyed
through their words.
As stated above, this theme, the freedom and autonomy associated with risk
behaviors, was found across all twelve interviews. Instances of freedom and autonomy
were found a total of 84 times throughout the interviews. Among the twelve interviews,
however, there was a wide range of the number of times this theme was discussed. One
of the interviewees talked about freedom and autonomy sixteen times during his
interview, while another participant brought up this theme only once.
When considering the theme of freedom and autonomy within the context of these
interviews, several different subtopics emerged. The subtopics that fit under both
freedom and autonomy are quhe intertwined. While the particular content generally
varied from participant to participant, several individuals suggested that they felt
'freedom from' or 'freedom to' do a certain thing or be a certain person. In addition,
when the interview participants talked about autonomy, the major subtopics that emerged
suggested the participants were focusing on feelings of maturity, independence, and
leadership. These themes emerged in various ways throughout the interviews.
Most of the interview participants talked about freedom either directly or
indirectly. Generally, those participants who spoke of freedom talked indirectly about a
feeling of'freedom from' or 'freedom to,' as suggested above. However, some interview
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participants spoke about freedom in specific terms, often related to their feelings toward
authority and a sense of development and maturation.
Freedom or Autonomy From, Through many of the statements provided by the
interview participants, the topic of'freedom or autonomy from* emerged in the
interviews. Generally, the interview participants offered examples of how they felt or
acted when they were still using dmgs, and through their words, these individuals
suggested that they often felt their risk behaviors offered them freedom from feelings of
insecurity, nervousness, self-consciousness, and guilt. This sense of'freedom or
autonomy from' varied from person to person, but generally focused on freedom from a
certain feeling, stereotype, or activity.
Some of the interview participants reported that when they used dmgs and alcohol
they often feh free from certain feelings. In particular, a few individuals suggested that
they feh free from their conscience or from feelings of guih. For example, Kevin said,
"Like in the dating scene, whh dmgs, there were things that I would do that I wasn't
proud or, you know, that I might know was wrong before. When I did dmgs it helped me
to not have a conscience about that kind of stuff"
Several interviewees talked about freedom from feelings of insecurity. Tanya
talked about how insecure she was as a teenager, and said that she used dmgs so she no
longer feh insecure. She said, "I just thought h was so freeing, you know, that I wasn't
going to be all, like, insecure."
Also, some of the interview participants suggested that when they used dmgs and
alcohol, they feh a sense of freedom from basic responsibilities, and from their 'reality'
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in general. For example, Sam, who was an athlete in college, talked about using dmgs
while he was first in college. From the viewpoint of his social context at that time, he
reported, "ft was pretty apparent to me that the athletes didn't go to classes. So I
basically sat around the athletic dorm, selling pain killers and drinking all day, every
day," In addition, Laura suggested that using dmgs and alcohol gave her a sense of
freedom from having to deal whh realhy, especially when she experienced many negative
consequences, such as getting kicked out of school, and then getting kicked out of her
parents' house. She reported that when she used dmgs, especially during this time
period, "I just went into this, I guess, own little worid where I was invincible to
everybody, and I could just, like, sh and laugh at everything, you know. And h was like
that for a long time."
A few interview participants reported that they had a lot of anger or resentment
toward their families. These particular individuals said that when they used dmgs and
alcohol, they felt free from having to deal with or be a part of their family. Sam stated, "I
knew that my relationship with my family was terrible. I mean, I never spoke to my
family from the time I was fourteen until right before I was sober, really, other than just
to, you know, call them up. 'I'm still alive.' Hang up the phone. But I almost enjoyed
that. Like the independence."
Finally, some interview participants suggested that they sought a sense of freedom
though rebellion, as their parents had been strict. For example, Tanya stated plainly, "My
parents were strict growing up, and of course I was like, 'freedom' " This suggests that
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these individuals were striving for autonomy and a sense of freedom from their parents or
other authority figures.
Freedom or Autonomy To,

The topic of wanting or having the 'freedom or

autonomy to' emerged in the interviews more frequently than the topic of'freedom or
autonomy from'. While this topic emerged more frequently, there was more agreement
across participants regarding what this 'freedom or autonomy to' meant to them. Overall,
the interview participants seemed to feel freer to experiment, fulfill their curiosity, and to
push the limits of their behavior, in essence feeling freer to do what they want to do. This
freedom was exciting or daring, socially advantageous, or fulfilling in other ways.
Some interview participants reported that this increased feeling of freedom helped
them to be more successful, or at least feel more successful. Amy reported that her dmg
use, as well as that of some of her peers, helped her to become more "driven." In
addhion, a few participants reported that dmgs and alcohol helped them, or their peers,
feel freer to seek or demand attention from their parents or their peer group.
Finally, a few of the interview participants suggested that dmgs and alcohol gave
them a sense of freedom to experience more in their lives and to "expand their minds,"
These particular individuals stated that they were glad they had these experiences, Sam
reported that he was glad he got to ".., have (his) brain just drop all barriers,.," and
",..expand (his) mind."
Independence and Maturhv. Independence and maturity was another topic that
emerged within the theme of freedom and autonomy, and while h was not as common as
the other topics related to this theme, h emerged in nearly all the interviews. Most of the
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statements made by the participants surrounding this topic revolved around trying to
become more independent of their parents and be seen more as an aduh, Kevin reported
that he never felt as though his father approved of him. However, after beginning to use
dmgs on the job, he became more productive, which got the attention and approval of his
father, Kevin stated, ",,, when I started using speed, for the first time in my life, I was
getting compliments from my dad, and, uh, they were rightly due. And for the first time I
was getting my father's approval."
Several other participants suggested that they were trying to establish their
independence through their dmg and alcohol use. Some of these participants established
their independence whh their peer group, participating in the same behaviors and buying
dmgs and alcohol together with the allowances provided by their parents. However, a
few established their independence by being the first in their peer group to begin using
dmgs and alcohol. As Kara said, "I (could) lead the pack." Sam also contributed to this
idea of leadership by stating, "I knew something about it that they didn't."
Some of the individuals were part of an older peer group, and thought using dmgs
and alcohol, as well as being involved in other risk behaviors was the "grown up thing to
do", as stated by Christine. A few others, however, sought their independence and
maturity by moving out on their own, either through choosing to leave home, or by being
kicked out of their parents' house. As Sam said, "Why would you sneak out of the
house? Go get your own apartment, you know,"
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Theme 5, Social Attitudes Toward Risk Behaviors
This theme emerged in only ten of the twelve interviews, but was an important
aspect of considering the context of the individuals' responses. This theme emerged a
total of 60 times throughout the ten interviews, although the range was fairiy large for a
relatively small number of identifiers of instances. For a few of the interview
participants, this theme emerged only twice, but for one interview participant, this theme
emerged twelve times.
Throughout this theme, the statements seemed to focus mostly on the poshive
experiences of the participants related directly to their dmg and alcohol use. The
interview participants' attitudes toward risk behaviors emerged in several ways. First,
they talked about the normality of risk behaviors, and discussed their positive experiences
and the expectations to engage in risk behaviors. Next, many participants discussed the
functionality of risk behavior, explaining that for them, risk behaviors served a purpose.
Finally, the idea of social attitudes toward risk behaviors emerged in some of the
interviews.
Normality of Risk Behaviors, This was the most common subtheme that emerged
within the theme of social attitudes. Every single interview participant talked about this
subtheme in some way. The most distinct topic the participants discussed was that of
how normal and acceptable their dmg and alcohol use seemed at the time they were
using. Many conveyed their thoughts regarding the widespread use of dmgs and
especially alcohol. Beth said, "I think that all kids are going to drink." Another
interview participant, Zach, reherated the idea that alcohol use is normal, and stated, "I
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thought people weren't cool if all they did was drink. And I was just, Oh, h's just
alcohol,' you know, type deal. So I didn't really have a big fixation with alcohol. Mostly
dmgs,"
However, even though these participants are in recovery for alcohol and dmg
addiction, several of the participants, particularly those who were addicted to dmgs,
suggested their alcohol experimentation and use wasn't of great concern to them. These
individuals stated recreational use of alcohol and even dmgs can be normal, or even
healthy. A few of them alluded to this time as "... an innocent time," as Tanya stated.
This participant also said, "It didn't really affect my life in any sort of way that I, I mean,
even looking back, it wasn't that big of a deal."
This statement suggests that dmg use and especially alcohol use is not only
considered normal and acceptable behavior, but is also, in some ways, expected behavior.
One of the participants suggested that drinking is more socially acceptable for
adolescents. It is almost like its excused behavior while someone is still an adolescent,
and adolescents take full advantage of h. Again, the idea that all adolescents are going to
drink was reherated, but the social aspects of use were brought up again. Tanya stated, "I
just smoked pot 'cause we just smoked pot," suggesting this was a common or even
central activhy in her peer group. Another interviewee, Laura, said, "In high school, you
know, I was, I was pretty much always in the more popular crowd, you know. I did
dmgs, and you know, and (it was) just, uh, the fun thing to do."
In addhion to the sense of expectation for adolescents to use dmgs and alcohol
was an underiying sense of entitlement to use dmgs and alcohol. Several of the interview
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participants talked about the idea that adolescence was supposed to be "easy and fun, 247," as Greg said. This idea suggested that adolescents are "supposed" to experiment whh
substances, and have the "right" to have fun.
Functionality of Risk Behaviors. Within this subtheme, interview participants
suggested that dmg and alcohol use can serve particular functions for different people,
ultimately providing a positive experience for the users, A few of the interview
participants stated dmgs and alcohol could serve the purpose of being socially helpful to
some people. Amy stated she had witnessed dmgs and alcohol help some people
socially. She said certain people had previously been considered "goody-goodies" or
"dorks," but because they began to drink or use dmgs in the social arena, they became
cool. In addition. Amy said, "I think h (alcohol and dmg use) gives people a sense of
security, and for some reason we have yet to find out how we can provide, as a society, as
sense of security for adolescents. I mean, I don't care who you are, but the vast majority
of people really stmggle during adolescence. I think alcohol tends to help you through
that time, if you do h normally and responsibly,"
Several interview participants suggested recreational use is not only acceptable,
but is a big part of our society. Greg said, "To not experience ehher/or, or just not have
your toe dipped in the culture, you're missing out on a big part of America." In addition,
Sam stated, "...h's kind of ironic, but I think everybody needs a good afternoon of five
grams of mushrooms to, you know, expand their mind and be a little more accepting. At
least in adolescence,"
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Social Attitudes, The final subtheme that emerged within this theme of attitudes
toward risk behaviors is brief, and is intenelated whh the second theme of social
meanings. Some interview participants who talked about their attitudes toward risk
behaviors suggested that dmgs and alcohol were an integral part of being whh their
friends and having an active social life. For some participants, like Jack, they didn't feel
accepted unless they took part in using alcohol or dmgs. For them, it was an important
part of being social. As Jack said, "You weren't cool unless you drank with the guys,
you know." Also, Laura said, "I guess, you know, h's the cool thing to do. Our friends
are doing it, so we need to do h, too, to be accepted,"
For others, as stated above, it was acceptable, and gave them something to brag
about, especially when they got away with it, or were able to get out of trouble despite
their use. Both Amy and Christine talked about this as an aspect of their use, and ched
feeling good about getting away with something, making them feel cool. As Amy said,
"It becomes war stories in high school. Like, 'I just got busted for this amount of cocaine
on me, and I'm seventeen, and I just got a warning.' I think it's something to brag about
when you're in high school, and knowing (you can get away with it)."
Finally, a few of the interview participants stated that their only group of friends
used dmgs. In addition, a few of the women stated dmg and alcohol use was a big part of
their relationship whh the guys they dated, Christine related, "I didn't have no other
friends except for dmg using. And so they were, really they helped get h (her dmg use)
going in some ways, because a guy that I was dating at the time, he was just always
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coming up whh ways that we could get dmgs, you know. Just always helping me stay in
it, really,"

Theme 6. Attitude Towards Authority Associated with Risk Behaviors
This theme was found in eleven of the twelve interviews. It was a relatively small
theme, with the theme only emerging 44 times throughout the eleven interviews. There
was a fairly wide range of responses in the number of times this theme emerged in each
interview, with several of the interview participants talking about the theme only one
time, while one of the participants talked about his attitude toward authority nine times.
There was also a wide range of responses in regard to the content presented within
this theme, and several subthemes emerged. First, many of the interview participants
talked about challenging authority. In addhion, other individuals discussed enjoying the
feeling of getting away whh something. Finally, a few of the participants pointed out the
failure of authority figures to recognize or catch the problem, or even tolerate the
negative or harmflil behavior.
Challenge to Authoritv. This was a common subtheme that emerged within this
theme of attitudes toward authority. Several distinct topics within this subtheme became
apparent while reading through the interviews. First, many of the interview participants
talked specifically about challenging authority dhectiy. These individuals spoke cleariy
about not liking authority, and disliking authority figures telling them what to do or
placing certain expectations on them. Greg stated, " .. .1 hate authority, hated authority,
Um, something, somebody would tell me, like my parents would tell me to go clean my
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room, I would just sh there and look them in the face and be like, 'Fuck you. No,' Um,
very ungrateful for what I had." In addhion to challenging authority, these individuals
associated certain mies and expectations with figures of authority, therefore focusing this
dislike toward these mles and expectations as well. Amy expressed, "I still kind of have
an issue whh this. I kind of like challenging authority. 'The mles don't apply to me'
type of behavior,"
Expanding on this subtheme, another topic that emerged was that of defiance and
rebellion. Not only did some of these participants talk about challenging authority, but
they also talked about rebelling against authority and the mles they were expected to
follow, sometimes openly defying authority. Another individual expressed wanting to
"push the limits." These participants were fully aware that their behavior wasn't
considered acceptable, and some of them expressed feeling pleasure from this
knowledge. Kara said, "I just kind of started doing whatever I wanted to. I mean, it
wasn't that my mom didn't know and didn't try to stop me, but you know, what can you
really say to change a fourteen-year-old.... You know, it's kind of fun to do something
wrong.,., (I wanted to) know, um, why I couldn't do it. You know, 'why do you tell me
I can't do h?' You know, there's got to be a reason, and I would like to know what that
IS.

Getting Away With Something. This was the most prevalent subtheme whhin the
larger theme of attitude toward authority. Nearly all of the interview participants who
talked about this larger theme talked about the feeling of'getting away with something'
in some way. The first topic whhin this subtheme emerged many times throughout the
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interviews. Several interview participants mentioned that part of getting away whh their
behavior or their dmg and alcohol use was using their learned skills of manipulation and
'sneaking' in order to fool authority figures, or to keep authority figures unaware of what
was really going on.
Several of the interview participants talked about lying and deceiving other
people so they would not get caught. One of the participants, Sam, said, "I had to hide h
from everybody. So there were just certain, you know, behaviors and deceptional skills
that, you know, I developed that, you know, I don't think other people my age, and even,
you know, through high school, had any idea of how to do it. Just as far as how to lie to
people. How to, you know, how to just, you know, be able to, you know, when to tell
people things; when not to tell people things.... Looking back at h, I think I did a pretty
damn good job at it, you know.... (I learned) how to, you know, cover all your bases and
things like that, and make sure you were just, you know, not coming up on radar for
anything. Good or bad. And uh, you know, I just learned to live that way."
Other interview participants talked more about manipulating authority figures in
order to hide their behaviors or to "cover their tracks" when they fell behind in school or
made mistakes in other areas of their lives. Amy, one of the participants who talked
several times about manipulation, admitted that she manipulated her teachers when she
fell behind in her schoolwork because of her use of dmgs and alcohol. This probably
worked for her, in particular, because she was known as a good student.
Another aspect of being able to "get away with' using dmgs and alcohol was that,
as some interview participants suggested, with certain dmgs, authority figures were
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ignorant of the signs of dmg use, and couldn't tell when someone had been using or when
they were high. Because of this, dmg use was easier to get away whh, Kara talked about
authority figures' knowledge about different types of substances, and how this helped her
to "maintain appearances." She said, "When you get dmnk and sloppy, you embarrass
yourself,,., Everyone knows when you're stoned, but cocaine was something that a lot of
people haven't been around, you know. They don't really know what the signs are. Um,
I could, you know, I could do a couple of lines and come home and talk to my mom and
she wouldn't know, unlike being stoned and dmnk. I could still function and do this and
do that, and maintain appearances, I guess,"
However, while the interview participants talked about these strategies working to
fool authority figures and to mask their substance use, a few participants considered these
behaviors in retrospect and suggested that it wasn't as foolproof as they had thought
when they were adolescents. One of the participants, who was sent away to boarding
school, talked about the times he got home passes. During these times, he said, "., I'd
get good and Ih just about every night I was home. So again, nobody knew. So like, I'd
wah until everybody went to sleep and I'd go downstairs and grab a vodka bottle and
sneak back up to my bedroom and just drink as much of h as I could as fast as I could
before I got sick. And I'd bmsh my teeth every time I drank h so, you know, nobody
could smell it, even though I'm sure anybody could if they were whhin five feet of me. I
probably smelled like a Russian bum."
A second aspect of this subtheme is the feeling the participants got in getting
away whh something. Overall, the statements made by the participants suggest that when
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they got away whh their behavior, fooling authority figures in the process, they feh a
sense of exchement. In addhion, however, their ability to continually get away with
certain behaviors made them feel smart or clever, as well as superior to other people,
including peers and authority figures. One of the participants. Amy, said that often times,
adolescents feel cocky when they are able to get away with something. Another
participant, Sam, admitted that he ".. kind of feh superior to them in a real, you know,
entitled and grandiose way." Zach talked about challenging authority directly, and his
example suggested feeling superior. He talked about a friend's mom who owned a dmg
testing company, and asked him to agree to a dmg test. He said, "She knew I was all
messed up, and she asked me one night after I smoked a little weed, and stuff And she
was all like, 'Can I give you a dmg test.' And I was like, 'Yeah, any time,' Because I
knew it was expensive, and what not, and I knew she wouldn't."
Failure of Authoritv. The last subtheme that emerged in this theme suggested that
while at times the participants enjoyed fooling authority figures, they also feh that these
same people had failed them in some way. First, some individuals reported that their
dmg and alcohol use did not always go undetected, yet they still did not get in trouble.
These particular interview participants expressed their view that their parents had enabled
them to continue using, desphe theh knowledge of the dmg and alcohol use. Christine
talked about her mother, and reported, "Any time I needed money, she gave me money.
Just, I could call and say, tell her I needed money, and she gave h to me. She just really
helped me. And then if I stole something from her, instead of doing anything about h she
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just, you know, 'Well, h's ok. We'll get h back,' And, you know, she just really enabled
me.
In addhion, a few of the interview participants talked about how certain authority
figures seemed to tolerate their dmg and alcohol use. Sam reported that he began
drinking alcohol at a very early age, but he does not believe that he ever really
experimented whh alcohol, but was an alcoholic from the beginning. He said, "I drank
close to three years before anybody recognized it, and even then, they thought I was
experimenting. They thought I was just trying to taste it."
He talked about this issue further, addressing his dmg use, as well. Sam said, "I
think a lot of people, even though I say I got away with a lot of stuff, I think a lot of
people turned their back on it. And, you know, failed to confront me on things because
they, they one, didn't want to deal with the mess it would cause, and two, just realized
that even though I was using and things like that, they didn't quite think it was that
bad.... Nobody really tried to intervene. Uh, the only person that actually tried to
intervene was the guy who, uh, you know, sexually assauhed me. And he, you know,
looking back at h it's the funniest thing. He told me that I was hurting myself, and h's
like, what the hell? You know. Thanks for the care, buddy."
Finally, a few participants talked about the sense that as long as they could
maintain certain appearances, or a certain level of achievement, no authority figures
would suspect them of using dmgs. Kara provided a good example of this, saying, "As
long as I could be smart, nobody was going to figure h out. Um, nobody ever looks at the
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kid with straight A's as having a dmg problem, you know. So, um, I was able to, uh,
maintain that appearance for a while,"

Theme 7, Development and Learning Experiences Associated
with Risk Behaviors
Development and learning experiences was a theme that emerged in all twelve
interviews, ahhough it emerged substantially fewer times than the other major themes.
This theme emerged only 33 times through the twelve interviews, and several interview
participants talked about this theme only one time. However, in one interview, this
theme emerged nine times.
First, some of the interview participants talked specifically about social
development. In addition, development of maturity and responsibilhy also emerged
within this theme. Also found in this theme was the idea that dmg and alcohol use
provided valuable learning experiences for these participants. Some of these learning
experiences were seen as poshive, while others had a more negative connotation.
Social Development. Throughout this subtheme was the idea that through the use
of alcohol or dmgs, or the experiences their use provided them, the participants benefited
or developed in a poshive manner. First, some of the participants talked about using
alcohol and dmgs as a way to develop socially and learn how to associate whh their
peers. For some, h was something they experienced first hand. Laura said, "They (dmgs
and alcohol) helped me develop socially, as far as peer groups. Um, not really socially,
talking about my feelings or anything important. But just talking to friends and enjoying
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their company. That's important." However, other participants whnessed this process of
social development in others. For example, Amy reported, "There were a few people I
saw h (using dmgs and alcohol) really helped them out socially."
Another interview participant talked about another aspect of social development.
He talked about the many changes he has experienced during his sobriety, and how he
has changed since being in his addiction. Among these changes are his social
relationships whh friends. Brian reported, "That's another big change, I've got real
friends today, I've got friends that I know have my back no matter what. Through the
thick and through the thin, and they're fahhfiil to me, and they know that h's the same
way with me, I know how to be loyal and faithful today, and I know how to be a real
friend."
Development of Maturity and Responsibility. A few of the interview participants
expressed their perception that their use of drugs and alcohol, as well as their related
experiences, made them grow up much more quickly than their peers. One of the
participants talked about her development of maturity in somewhat negative terms, Kara
said, "I went from being an innocent kid to being a very cynical grown up, I think, in
about six months. I learned really quickly how harsh and how mean, um, the world could
be, um, once I hh high school. Uh, I was, you know, a lot of bad things happened to me,
and a lot of bad things happened to people around me."
However, another of these individuals expressed this process in a positive light,
Sam said, "I got to be an aduh really quick. And I got to where I had to be independent
really quick. And uh, I got to accept failure pretty early on. And I think that's made me
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a better person today, because I know if I have a goal and I really want h and I fall short,
h's not the end of my worid." He later added, "I think it just matured me a lot faster.
And, you know, I think as far as, like work ethic and the abilhy to, you know, read
situations and manage, you know, bad times and good times, I think h definitely
accelerated me into how to be responsible."
Sam's statements relate to statements made by other interview participants,
suggesting that their experiences with dmgs and alcohol contributed greatly to their
overall development and the way they see themselves today. As Christine expressed, "In
a way, you know, it's got me where I am at now. If I hadn't have went through my dmg
use, I wouldn't be where I'm at now. You know, and I think where I'm at now is kind of
a poshive. So, you know, I look at that." Another participant, Zach, added to this idea,
stating, "Well, I think if I had never used alcohol or dmgs, I would never be where I am
today. You know, as heahhy as I am emotionally and spiritually, and that way. So, on
the long term, I think h helped h (development), because I found a way to live today."
Learning Experiences. Throughout all the interviews, the interview participants
suggested they all had gained valuable learning experiences through their dmg and
alcohol use. For some, these were poshive and contributed poshively to their
development as heahhy, sober individuals. However, a few individuals talked about
some of the negative aspects of theh learning experiences, including learning "negative"
life skills.
Several individuals expressed that their learning experiences were related to theh
development into more mature and responsible people, as suggested in the subtheme
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above. They reported many of their experiences weren't ftm or really good things to
experience, but helped them learn how to be better in the future. As Beth said, "I mean, I
don't think h's the greatest that could have happened, but I think h was a necessary thing,
I think I had to go through what I went through in order to learn how to live, I just don't
think I knew how to live,,,, I had to learn how to grow," A few participants suggested
this development was continuing and ongoing. Kevin related, ".. .h was all stepping
stones for me. Uh, that's how I had to leam, and that's how I'm still learning."
Some of the participants talked about their positive learning experiences in more
specific terms. These individuals related their positive feelings about their experiences,
and discussed what they learned or took with them in their development. These
individuals stated they were glad to have gone through these experiences, Sam was one
of the interviewees who contributed several statements for this topic. He stated, "Even
looking back, I mean, I'm glad I did that. I'm glad I got to, you know, see what h was
like to really, you know, have your brain just drop all baniers and be able to just, you
know, really experiment whh hallucinogens and things like that.... You know, expand
(your) mind and be a little more accepting."
In addhion, Sam said, "I learned how to lead people. I learned how to set goals, I
learned how to, uh, to do whatever h takes to get what you need, I mean, h was just some
pretty scummy stuff, but you know, I learned what h's like to have to suff"er through
some situations to get where you want, you know,.,, I definitely, as far as, now, think
I'm much more perceptive of how people feel and how people think. Especially
somebody who's had, you know, rough adolescence, rough childhood, and things like
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that. You know, I can kind of see through a lot of people's bullshh. You know, I mean,
that's definitely a positive,"
Finally, as stated above, some of the interview participants talked about some of
the negative aspects of their learning experiences, including learning some "negative"
skills through their experiences whh dmgs and alcohol. These individuals talked about
learning how to get what they wanted, such as more dmgs or money for dmgs, through
negative means. They talked about learning to skills of deception and manipulation, as
well as stealing, becoming "sly," in order to serve their addictions. Sam said, "I more or
less looked at teenage years, and things like that, as a game." Kevin summed these
negative skills up, saying, "I didn't stop, I just got smarter. Uh, I say smarter. Got
dumber, but I got more sneaky. I learned ways around things."
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION

Comparisons with Past Research
Like the work of Lightfoot (1997), this research is based in a socio-cultural
developmental perspective and focuses on the meanings of risk behaviors for the
participants. It differs from Lightfoot's research in exploring these meanings among a
sample of older adolescents and young aduhs, now in recovery, who were heavily
involved in alcohol and dmg use during their adolescent years. The main questions of
interest are the ways in which meanings may be similar and different for the
"experimenters" of Lightfoot's research compared to those in the present sample whose
lives have been impacted in major ways by their involvement in alcohol and dmg use. In
other words, how do adolescents with quite different life experiences in terms of their
involvement with risk interpret these experiences and incorporate them into their life
story? The similarities and differences between these findings and those presented by
Lightfoot (1997) are detailed below, followed by a more general discussion of the
implications of the findings.

Similarities in Themes
The major themes identified by Lightfoot (1997) were also important themes for
the participants in this research. These themes are the normative and transformative
nature of risk; the creation of new meanings; and friendship and group relations.
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Normative and Transformative Nature of Risk, Lightfoot (1997) interprets risktaking as normative, and as adolescent "play," where play is defined as having the
qualhies of fun and fantasy, but also as promoting development in important ways. Risks
entail exploration, challenges, pushing the limits, often a sense of accomplishment, and in
general, opportunities to learn new things about self All of these were important themes
for the respondents of this study, and aspects of this broad theme identified by Lightfoot
are represented in most of the major categories delineated in the Results section.
The idea that risk is a normal part of adolescent development was supported
throughout the interviews. The interview participants viewed dmg and alcohol use as a
normal behavior in which most adolescents engage, and none of the participants
considered general use of dmgs and alcohol to be a "big deal." As substance use is seen
as "normal," it is also acceptable, or at least tolerated to some degree by parents and other
authority figures.
The concept of risk behavior as playfijl emerged whhin several of the interviews,
and this idea of play emerged in several different ways. Several of the interview
participants talked about play-like aspects of their substance use through their stories, and
especially when relating stories about using with their friends or a particular peer group.
These stories about 'play' seemed light-hearted, and as a few of the interview participants
suggested, h was an "innocent time," with a sense of being carefree. These play-like
aspects of dmg and alcohol use emerged in other ways. Lightfoot (1997) said that
adolescents' play-like behaviors can sometimes suggest a "don't have to" or "just for the
hell of i f meaning from their risk behavior. Whhin these interviews, this particular
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message or play-like aspect emerged several times. Some of the interview participants
related to the interviewer not following through with their responsibilhies or others'
expectations of them, as h would hinder the amount of time they had whh their friends, or
h would limit their poshive experiences with substance use.
Aspects of creativity and the use of imagination emerged within these interviews
as well. Some of the interview participants related their creative and imaginative
experiences with dmgs and alcohol, reporting that it helped to "expand (their) minds,"
and help them to look at the world in new and refreshing ways. These individuals
expressed that they thought these mind-expanding experiences were positive, helped
them to be more open to different possibilhies or perspectives, and allowed them to be
more creative and more accepting of others.
The interview participants clearly viewed their substance use, as well as some of
the behaviors associated whh their use, as transformative. Most of the interview
participants talked about becoming more "free" and autonomous, and gaining more
maturity through their experiences with dmgs and alcohol. They talked of
experimenting, testing boundaries, and pushing the limits. They also talked of striving to
be seen as responsible, mature, and independent of their parents, Dmgs and alcohol were
often seen as the "grown up" thing to do, as they knew older, more mature peers and even
aduhs who were using dmgs and alcohol. Through engaging in meaningful experiences
and actions, some of the interview participants expressed feeling as though they had
participated in mature, aduh behaviors, or had proved they were responsible and could
make their own decisions. All the individuals involved in these interviews expressed that
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they had learned about their own abilities, as well as their own identity, even though
some of these lessons were hard won.
Creation of New Meanings. Lightfoot (1997) emphasizes the active, creative
nature of risks. Although cultural meanings are the context whhin which risk
experiences occur and are defined, adolescents do not talk of simply appropriating these
cultural meanings. Rather, they perceive themselves as creating meanings through the
risk experiences, often through separating themselves from "aduh" discourse, and
developing their own "inner discourse" (Lightfoot, 1997). As was tme of the first theme
above, this idea occurred in a number of theme categories as presented in the Resuhs
section.
The use of dmgs and alcohol, as well as involvement in other risk behaviors, was
not something that most of these individuals simply fell into or went along whh blindly.
While some of their behaviors or their decisions to use dmgs or alcohol seemed to be
spontaneous, other behaviors or decisions seemed planned or included some previous
consideration. Whatever the case, all these actions seemed intentional and full of
meaning for the individuals involved, rather than passive involvement in a "mere
experience" (Lightfoot, 1997). These were not simply rebellious or spontaneous acts, but
included an effort to have a "meaningfiil experience," where the individuals were
required to take an active stance in the behavior.
Creating their own discourse, as distinct from parental discourse, was to some
extent accomplished by talk of "getting away with it" and thus feeling more clever than
parents and other authority figures. The interview participants talked about learning new
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skills in order to get away whh their dmg and alcohol use, as well as other related risk
behaviors such as stealing. They learned how to manipulate and lie effectively in order
fool parents and other authority figures, as well as how to avoid getting caught and cover
their mistakes. When their behaviors went undetected, they often feh a sense of
superiority. They reveled in feeling smarter or more clever than parents, authority
figures, and other peers. Often, this made them feel better about themselves, and
reinforced their risk taking behaviors.
Lightfoot (1997) suggests that risk behaviors can help to generate a sense of
identity. This concept is prominent throughout nearly all of the interviews, and several
interview participants stated they used substances in order to try to discover their identity,
or "find" themselves. In addition, some of the interview participants talked about being
aware of a particular reputation they were attempting to create, and they often strove for
this particular identity or reputation because they saw h as glamorous, exciting, or
powerfiil.
Friendship and Group Relations. A third important theme for Lightfoot's (1997)
respondents was the function of risks in terms of developing and transforming
relationships. For most people, risk taking is a social activhy, and it has important social
implications.
In this study, several individuals stated their dmg and alcohol use fiinctioned as a
gateway to social interaction and acceptance from their peers. The use of dmgs and
alcohol served as a tool to feel more at ease with themselves in social sitiiations, as well
as gave them a "coping mechanism" to deal with strong negative feelings as well as
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stress. Some of the participants were seeking to develop a connection whh a particular
group of people or whh a particular lifestyle. These participants seemed to be attracted to
the unique and glamorous aspects of the lifestyle they sought out, and looked up to the
people involved in that lifestyle. A few of the interview participants even talked about
taking inhiative whh their peers, and gaining a poshion of leadership through their use of
dmgs and alcohol.
In addition, risk taking is seen as creating a meaningful shared experience. This
was an important aspect of risk for many interview participants. For some of the
participants, by engaging in a shared experience whh their peers, they felt more secure in
their peer group or closer to their peers, thus building and strengthening their connections
and relationships with them.

Differences in Themes
In addhion to the important similarities, there were themes that emerged in this
study that were not evident in Lightfoot's (1997) report. Some of these have been
included among reasons for substance use by other investigators, but they are notably
prominent themes for this sample of respondents. The approximately twenty themes
identified as different came from most of the major categories in the Resuhs section.
They have been grouped here into five categories: alcohol and dmg dependence;
substance use as escape; substance use as coping; leading a double life; and failure of
authority figures.
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Alcohol and Dmg Dependence. Dependence can be defined as "cognitive,
behavioral, and physiological symptoms" indicating that the individual continues his or
her substance use despite experiencing significant substance-related problems.
Tolerance, withdrawal, and compulsive alcohol and dmg use can resuh from this ongoing
pattern of substance use (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 1994, p,
176), In addition, alcohol and dmg dependence can be conceptualized as desiring
particular effects or feelings from dmgs or alcohol, which reinforces the desire to keep
using (Inaba, Cohen, & Holstein, 1997)
The individuals talked of sincerely loving the feeling they got from drinking
alcohol, and especially from using dmgs. For many, h was more than having "fun"—
they relished the feelings of euphoria, said that they had never feh that good, and further,
that they had found what they had been searching for all along. For many, the use of
alcohol and dmgs became "necessary" for daily functioning.
For some, this concept of maintenance included maintaining a certain constant
level of intoxication in order to maintain the feeling, the "buzz," or the feeling of
numbness. Another factor involved in maintenance is that when some of these interview
participants used over a long period of time, theh ability to maintain theh feelings and
theh mood became partially dependant on their continued substance use. In essence, they
could not feel "normal", or feel a sense of normality without being intoxicated or "high."
Substance Use as Escape. An important meaning of substance use was escape,
or avoidance. The word "escape" is used throughout the interviews to describe the
interview participants' feelings of not wanting to "be in reality," or feelings of wanting to
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"get out of one's self

Overall, what emerged from this concept of escape is that the

individuals did not want to have to deal with reality, and if they could choose, would
choose not to feel. In addition, some of the participants suggested they wanted to "get
out o f one's self so they would not have to deal with their problems. Another common
word that was found throughout the interviews was "numb." This word was used to
describe why some of the interview participants used dmgs and alcohol, which was to
"numb" or "erase" strong negative and painful feelings. As whh "escaping," dmgs and
alcohol were used as a way to not feel one's feelings or deal with one's problems. For
these individuals, dmgs and alcohol were considered a "safe zone," as one of the
participants said, where they didn't have to feel any pain or shame.
Some of the participants' comments suggested their substance use was a means
of avoiding their feelings, as well as avoiding themselves, as shown by one individual
talking about just wanting to get away from himself, or to ".. .get out of my skin." In
addition, some of the interview participants talked specifically about using dmgs and
alcohol as a way to avoid dealing whh their problems, or to "mask" the real problem,
such as divorce, abuse, or an eating disorder. Finally, a few individuals even talked about
using their substance use as an isolation tool to avoid people, especially their parents.
Substance Use as Coping. While escape and avoidance, as described above, are
forms of coping, the emphasis in the themes in this category is substance use as an
essential aid to accomplishing things that they viewed as poshive. Many of the interview
participants reported lacking the necessary coping skills to deal with or solve their
problems, Dmgs and alcohol helped them in general to feel more comfortable with
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themselves and their social environment, and more secure. Through their dmg and
alcohol use, as well as the related acceptance and social connections, several of the
individuals involved in the interviews suggested they received an "ego-boost," and ended
up liking themselves more. In general, they perceived themselves to be of more value
and importance that they had previously.
Much of the discussion on coping focused on social encounters and relationships,
Dmgs and alcohol helped to squelch inhibhions or feelings of shyness and apprehension
in social situations. There were several individuals who reported that they didn't have
any friends before they began to use dmgs and alcohol, and prior to beginning their
substance use had a very difficuh time making friends. Some individuals reported using
dmgs and alcohol in order to develop a relationship whh a particular person. When the
topic of connecting whh a particular person arose, h was in reference to a close romantic
relationship. These participants, all female, reported that they used dmgs and alcohol
because their partner did.
These individuals reported having experienced a great deal of emotional pain
and distress. An important aspect of wanting to not feel painful feelings or remember
painful memories is found in the statements of several interview participants who stated
theh use of dmgs and alcohol acted as a deterrent to self harming or suicidal behavior.
While none of them disclosed any suicide attempts, they said that theh use of dmgs and
alcohol kept them from committing suicide, and their substance use often helped to
distract them from these types of thoughts.
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Leading a Double Life. Many of the interview participants reported that they
tried to live in two 'worids', in essence leading a 'double life,' They were looking for,
and often found, social acceptance through dmg and alcohol use. However, they often
had valued peers who did not approve of dmg use, alcohol use, or both. In these
instances, the individuals would seek acceptance in a second group of peers, while often
keeping close ties with the first group of peers, but keeping their substance use a secret.
Some individuals said that in this way, they feh accepted. While one peer group would
condone his or her dmg use, their other peer group would provide a "sense of normality,"
Failure of Authorhy Figures, Several interview participants talked of the shortcomings of their parents or authority figures in detecting or confronting their risk
behaviors. Some parents attempted to help get their children out of trouble, but because
these adolescents did not experience any major negative repercussions, they continued
their behavior, A few individuals who had experienced this reported their parents had
'enabled' them. Other interview participants perceived a certain amount of their dmg and
alcohol use was tolerated or ignored. Even when some individuals were caught drinking
and using dmgs, it was assumed they were simply experimenting. Some of the
participants concluded that some parents and other authority figures simply didn't want to
deal with the "mess."

Discussion of Similarities and Differences
The above comparisons highlighted several important aspects of these findings.
First, the major themes identified by Lightfoot (1997) were also identified in this
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research. Both groups of respondents viewed risk experiences as important
developmentally. These experiences were seen as a form of exploration, of testing self,
and as pushing the limhs. They are seen as transformative in terms of individual identity
and interpersonal relationships. It was noteworthy that the development-enhancing
functions of risk were expressed as strongly as they were not only by the "experimenting"
adolescents in Lightfoot's sample, but also by adolescents and young adults who had
experienced the myriad of negative consequences associated whh sustained heavy use of
dmgs and alcohol.
Second, additional themes emerged in this study that did not appear to be
important themes for Lightfoot's (1997) respondents. Largely, these themes suggest the
use of dmgs and alcohol as an escape. Many of the individuals in this study were
stmggling and experiencing distress. Alcohol and dmgs worked, for them, to alleviate
the pain and to help them experience a sense of being able to cope better with their
problems. Over time, substance use also created problems for the respondents in this
study, for example, having to be increasingly devious to hide their use from parents, and
sometimes having to lead a "double life" with different groups of friends.
Finally, especially for the heavy users of this study, risk behaviors, and substance
use in particular, have a rather astounding array of meanings. These meanings cover a
variety of domains. Although there are many possible categorization systems, the present
investigator identified 7 major categories, and 20 subcategories of themes related to
substance use from the interview transcripts. Again, these main categories are: perceived
benefits for the individual; social meanings; identity and self esteem; freedom and
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autonomy; social attitudes; and development and learning experiences. These major
categories, as well as the subcategories, present a wide range of meanings regarding
adolescent substance abuse. While some of them are similar to and support Lightfoot's
(1997) work, some of them go beyond the current literature. In addhion, this wide range
of meanings reaches into the personal context of the individuals, and depicts the wide
range of meanings and experiences for each individual. These meanings range from
normative, transformative, and meaningfiil to developmental and lending to valuable
learning experiences. This is certainly an indication of the important role substance use
played in the lives of these adolescents and young aduhs.

Implications for Research and for Intervention
Research
The meanings of risk behaviors for adolescents, as demonstrated in this study, are
elaborate, complex, and intertwined. It is quite difficult to capture this complexity with
standard questionnaire methods, many of which assess meanings by having adolescents
select from lists of perceived costs and benefits. Meanings are best accessed by allowing
individuals to describe their experiences in their own words. The qualitative approach
used here and in some previous studies represents an attempt to move beyond "surface"
attempts to explore the meaning of adolescent risk behaviors, and hopefully this approach
will be used more frequently in the future.
Much of the current research has targeted adolescents who have experimented
whh risk behaviors, but who have not been heavily involved over a long period of time,
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The individuals involved in this project were all young adults who had previously used
dmgs and alcohol, and are considered to be addicts or alcoholics, or both, and who are
now in recovery. It would seem very worthwhile to direct more research attention to
those whose lives have been impacted in profound ways by alcohol, dmgs, and other
kinds of risk behaviors.

Prevention and Intervention
First, as recognized by many contemporary researchers, a challenge for
prevention efforts is to help adolescents avoid dysfunctional levels of risk behavior, but
to refrain from labeling all risk behavior as dysfunctional. Risk taking does serve a
purpose for adolescents, and it is important to seek ways to help adolescents navigate this
issue in a more healthy and productive manner.
In terms of intervention, as this study has demonstrated, there is an extensive range of
meanings associated with initiation and increasing use of dmgs and alcohol. The
meanings of risk behaviors are very complex, and the "reasons" adolescents engage in
risk behaviors, especially for those who get quhe heavily involved, are not simple things
that can be easily "fixed" by programs targeting one or two "causes," In addition, as has
been documented in many studies, these adolescents typically are involved in not just
one, but in multiple risk behaviors.
Several possibilhies for intervention and treatment programs exist in regard to this
challenge. As risks are taken across a variety of domains, one way to address adolescent
substance use would be to implement programs that target a variety of domains or
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dimensions. Some programs that fit this description already exist (Henggeler et. al, 1997;
Henggeler et, al, 1998; Liddle, 1992, 2002; Liddle et. al, 2001). Multisystemic Therapy
(Henggeler et al., 1997, 1998) and Multidimensional Family Therapy (Liddle, 1992,
2002; Liddle et al., 2001) target a variety of domains and implement a variety of
participants into the treatment process, including parents, siblings, school representatives,
community representatives, and peers. These approaches are very intensive and have
been shown to be effective. However, they are very intensive for all parties involved, and
are therefore sometimes seen as impractical and difficuh to implement.

Overall Contributions of This Study
This study has contributed to the knowledge on adolescent substance abuse
behaviors. One way is through following Lightfoot's (1997) example of extensively
interviewing the respondents in order to try to gain a deeper understanding of the
dynamic meanings of risk for these individuals. While other studies have looked at the
reasons for dmg and alcohol use through questionnaires and closed-ended interviews, this
project attempted to look further into the context of the individual, and allowed the
individuals to speak for themselves, thus encouraging fiirther explanation of their
motivations for and attitudes toward dmg and alcohol use. Through this research
endeavor, h is possible to begin to look at the context of the individuals' lives and
consider how their attitudes and behaviors regarding substance use might be fiirther
understood. The qualhative approach used attempted to move beyond previous "surface"
attempts to explore the meaning of adolescent risk behaviors. This study has made a
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contribution in that h encourages participants to speak for themselves, and does not
confine them to simple questions and answers presented to them on a questionnaire or
survey. In essence, these interview participants were allowed to tell their "story"
The individuals involved in this project were all young aduhs who had previously
used dmgs and alcohol, and are considered to be recovering addicts or alcoholics, or
both. In addition, these are part of a unique university recovery program. This unique
population provided an equally unique view into how they perceived their dmg and
alcohol use in retrospect, what meanings they recall ascribing to their behavior, and how
they perceive their addictions now, as well as how they believe they have developed.
This study also contributes to the gaps in knowledge regarding attitudes about
substance use. Several findings emerged whhin the interviews that were not previously
conceived of by the investigator, and thus would not have been included on a
questionnaire. These findings are summarized in the sections above, and provide a
broader view of the variety of meanings individuals ascribe to their risk behaviors,
including concepts of substance use as escape and coping, and the failure of authority. In
addhion, these findings also show that these meanings of risk behavior are muhi-faceted
and intertwined, thus very difficuh to separate and define succinctly.

Personal Reflections
Jonathan Smith (1995) stresses the importance of considering one's own
preconceptions and opinions on the subject being studied. He suggests that these factors
may have an influence on the study. In considering my own preconceptions and opinions
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regarding my research study, it was important to recognize that this was the first time I
had tried to interview someone. While I had previous experience with adolescents in a
counseling setting, this study provided a completely different opportunity. Here, I was
talking to individuals in my own peer cohort, discussing whh them some very personal
experiences regarding their dmg and alcohol use, I was inhially nervous about
conducting the interviews, and was unsure of how much I should probe into their
answers, or how much detail I should ask for. In the first interview, I felt unsure as to
whether he understood the questions, and I wonied about making myself clear. Along
whh this, I was worried about leading the interview too much, and tended to be more
cautious in this area, rather than restate a question or probe further. This was certainly a
great learning experience, and made me think about my own assumptions and
impressions about people, as well as my role as a researcher.
This role came into question throughout the process of the project, beginning with
the interviews. Confidentiality is of utmost importance to me, and I made sure to
emphasize the sensitivity of some questions, as well as my assurance of their anonymity.
Because I believed this to be very sensitive subject matter, I was very surprised at the
participants' candor, and in some cases, the amount of detail they offered. In thinking
about this reaction, I think that perhaps because all the participants are involved in
recovery, each individual is likely used to sharing his or her story, thus more open about
sharing it whh a total stranger. Still, this experience humbled me. I know if I were in a
similar circumstance, I would find h a challenge to share the details that some of the
individuals involved in the study shared,
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For this project, as well as prior to even beginning to conceptualize this project, I
did a great deal of reading on the subject of adolescent risk taking behavior, and
specifically focusing on substance use. Through my experiences working whh
adolescents in different settings, including school settings and treatment settings, these
issues became more and more important to me. However, I feh that many of the readings
regarding reasons for engaging in risk behavior, while pertinent and interesting, were not
entirely consistent whh what I learned through the adolescents with whom I worked, and
these readings did not seem to tell the whole story.
I believe this is a very important topic, and that thorough interviews whh a small
number of participants can resuh, and I believe has resulted, in discovering important
information about them, as well as their beliefs and motivations. However, I realize that
even though these interviews provided a richer picture regarding the meanings of risk
behaviors for these individuals, there is still so much important information I am missing.
This thought makes me excited to continue in this area of research.
While this is an important topic that gets a great deal of attention from media, I
believe there are certain social assumptions about adolescent risk behavior and substance
behavior that should be addressed. I do believe that, to a certain extent, involvement in
risk behavior is normal and expected behavior, and can be a normal part of adolescent
development. However, as this behavior has become expected from adolescents, some
people seem to have become blase about drinking, while at the same time they seem to
deny how widespread a problem h is for adolescents, how young some adolescents and
even children begin using alcohol and dmgs, what dmgs really are being used by
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adolescents, and the rampant availability of dmgs and alcohol to adolescents. Because of
these concerns, I wanted to hear directly from the individuals who were involved in these
activities, hear their stories, and try to understand their contexts and experiences.
However, because of my passion about this topic, I had to remind myself to sit back and
let the individual lead the interview as much as possible. When I found myself
questioning what a person was saying, I had to bear in mind that each individual is the
expert on his or her own thoughts and behaviors.
In looking back at each interview, my rapport seemed to be different with each
individual. Some participants seemed to require a great deal of prompting, and seemed
less comfortable whh the process. However, some individuals talked freely and at length,
and a few times I found h difficuh to keep up whh them. Most of the interview
participants were quhe conversational, allowing their wh and senshivity to show. I found
these interviews to be more comforting, as well as more ftilfilling and informational. I
have not been able to figure out why these differences exist whhin the interviews, and
while I am sure some of it has to do with the individual, I wonder how I played a part in
that process.
Following Smhh's (1995) example, I reflected on how I might have affected the
responses of the participants, or if my perceptions of the participants might have affected
my analyses. This was certainly a concern for me. During the interviews, I wondered
how their perception of me might affect the interview process. Some of the interview
participants assumed I was also in recovery, while others asked me about my history.
Unless I was asked, I did not talk about myself or my experiences, but I tried to let each
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interview participant know I was open to their questions. For those individuals who
asked, I let them know that I am not in recovery, but this subject is personally important
to me and affects people I know and care about.
Another concern that arose throughout the interview and analysis process is that 1
am in the same department as many of the interview participants, and because of my
proximity, saw most of them in passing. In addition, through working whh the Center for
the Study of Addiction, I got to know some of the participants outside of the interviews,
and even had some of them in class. At first this made me uncomfortable, but the
participants routinely engaged me in conversation and were tmly a joy to talk to.
Because I got to know some of the interview participants much better after the interviews
had concluded, but during the analysis process, I was concemed about how this might
affect the analysis process. In addhion, because I knew more about them as individuals, I
was concemed about ensuring my analyses were accurate as well as fair. This is
something I believe is a necessary stmggle in order to keep my own assumptions in
check. However, it has been a difficult process that still continues.
This has been a great learning process, I learned a lot about interviewing, which
has helped a great deal, as I have continued to be involved in the interview process as an
investigator whh a similar population. However, in retrospect, there are some areas into
which I wish I would have probed further, or even clarified certain statements at times.
In addhion, after reading the interviews and conducting the analyses, some questions
were raised that I wish I had included. While I believe I have discovered some valuable
information, there is still more work to be done and more information to gather.
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Study Limhations
These are not necessarily limhations, but things that should be taken into
consideration when interpreting the findings of this study. One consideration is the
retrospective nature of this information, h is not known how the participants' views of
their behaviors and their attitudes toward substance use might be different than if they
were currently using. People continually review and revise their concepts of theh pasts
based on the perspective they hold in the present. The participants are older adolescents
and young aduhs and in recovery. Thus, they have had the opportunhy to share their
experiences with others and to reflect on their experiences. Their perceptions of their
past are filtered through all of these subsequent experiences.
Another consideration is the fact that this sample was drawn exclusively from a
university setting, within a very unique and supportive recovery program. All the
individuals who were involved in the scholarship program and who fit the requirements
of the study were recmited. While this unique recovery program provides a unique
perspective and wonderful opportunities for its students, it may present a limitation in
that the participants are drawn from a peer cohort who interact on a regular basis.
Because of this interaction, they may have influenced one another's meanings through
the sharing of their experiences and their stories. It is possible that this could affect the
results of this study. Also, no individuals from the larger recovery community were
recmhed, which could have provided addhional perspectives and meanings of risk
behaviors due to different life experiences.
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In addition, there is a very limited amount of diversity within the population in
terms of ethnicity and socioeconomic status, A more diverse sample would have been
more favorable for this study because individuals from a different ethnicity or
socioeconomic status would have likely had very different life experiences, and thus may
have provided a different or wider variety of resuhs. It is possible that ethnically diverse
individuals may have experienced inequality, injustice, or racism during their lives, and
the meanings of their substance use may, in turn, be impacted by these experiences.

Recommendations for Future Research
It would be interesting to interview individuals who are currently not in recovery
and are actively using dmgs and alcohol. While interviewing young aduhs who are
currently using and fit the crheria for alcoholism or addiction would be a valuable study,
it would also be fascinating to interview adolescents. I would like to interview
adolescents who are just beginning to use dmgs and alcohol on a regular basis, but still
consider themselves to be experimenting. Although this is similar to what Lightfoot
(1997) did, I think h would be interesting to take this a step fiirther and look more in
depth at how theh use has been developmentally significant for them. This type of study
could provide a deeper understanding of the meanings of risk behaviors, as well as the
process of adolescent development.
In addhion, it would be appealing to talk at length with adolescents who fit the
crheria for alcoholism or addiction, both currentiy using and in recovery. I would like to
find out how theh experiences, perceptions, and meanings of risk behavior might differ
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from this cunent sample of young aduhs in recovery, and provide a current, rather than a
retrospective, account. This could provide valuable insights that would assist in the
implementation of effective intervention and treatment programs. All these populations
would provide a wealth of information, and could offer insights into their use that are
unknown in the Iherature at the present time. In addition, it would be interesting to
consider how the views of all these populations are different or similar, especially in
relation to their development and learning experiences.
This study did not include much contextual information. Future research could
delve further into the individual's family experiences, including any family history of
alcoholism or addiction, and their related experiences and attitudes. In addition, future
research could look more closely at any sibling or parent involvement in dmg and alcohol
use, family attitudes toward dmg and alcohol use, and family stmcture and cohesion. I
would like to gain more understanding about how an individual's family might influence
their perceptions of substance use, and how this influences the meanings they ascribe to
their substance use. This type of focus could also provide more understanding of an
individual's context, and provide more understanding of the dynamic relationship
between an adolescent and his or her family in relation to substance use and addiction.
This could also provide more understanding of how an individual's experiences in his or
her family, as well as his or her family's values, influence adolescent's behaviors.
Another avenue of future study important for the field is gender. While there is
quhe a bh in the Iherature on gender differences, I would like to go beyond similarities or
differences regarding dmg and alcohol use, and questions regarding frequencies of use.
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In-depth interviews could provide a deeper understanding of men's and women's
atthudes toward substance use and the meanings they ascribe to their substance use.
Also, including an analysis of the differences of dmg of choice, as well as the social and
relational meanings of use would be important to consider in relation to gender. This
type of approach could provide valuable insight into any differences regarding the
meanings men and women ascribe to their use, and this information could be
implemented in treatment programs to hopefully increase their effectiveness.
Additionally, it would be essential to include an ethnically and socioeconomically diverse population in the above-mentioned studies in order to fill already
existing gaps of knowledge in substance abuse studies, and possibly dispel some
stereotypes regarding dmg and alcohol use. As stated above, a more diverse sample
would be ideal because individuals from different ethnicities or socioeconomic statuses
would probably have had very different experiences, and could provide richer resuhs, and
results that are more representative of other populations.
Another future direction I would like to pursue would be to continue to use the
interview transcripts from this research study. During this endeavor, I have spent so
much time looking at the transcripts in a certain way and from a particular research
question, that h would be interesting to look at these transcripts from another perspective,
or from the point of view of another research question, to see what else might emerge, ft
is possible that because I looked at the transcripts in a particular way, and because no one
else was reading the transcripts to provide an ahernative perspective, I may have
overlooked some details, or left out details that were not important for this particular
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study. In the future, I would like to use these transcripts to gain a deeper understanding
of the personal context and how this related to individual differences among the
participants. In addition, I would like to look at contradictions that arose within some of
the participants' stories, and understand how these contradictions arose. Finally, I would
like to gain a deeper understanding of how similar or different personal contexts can
influence the meanings individuals ascribe to their risk behaviors.
Lastly, another area of future study would be to re-contact the individuals who
were interviewed for this study. As each individual is the expert on his or her own life
and a vhal part of the interview process, it would be interesting to get the participants'
input on the analysis, obtain feedback regarding the resuhs, and ask each participant to
provide theh own interpretation of their interview. Involving the interview participants
in this way would be a way to look at change as well as to get their feedback regarding
their impressions of the interview and the interview analyses.
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APPENDIX A
LIFE HISTORY AND EXPERIENCES

Brian
Brian is a single 19-year-old college freshman. Brian grew up primarily in a large
urban area and lived with both his biological mother and father until they divorced when
he was about eight years old. He reports that he was glad that they got divorced, as his
father was physically and verbally abusive to all members of his family, especially to
Brian, who tried to defend his mother and sister. Both his mother and father used dmgs
and alcohol, and as far as he knows, still do today. He has an older brother and a younger
sister, and reports that his father often told him that he "never wanted a second son."
Brian reports being close to both his mother and sister, although he had to earn their tmst
after becoming sober.
Brian began using dmgs and alcohol when he was eleven, primarily with older
friends. He liked the attention he received, as he was much younger than any of his
friends who were drinking or using dmgs. Brian was proud that he could "keep up" whh
the older kids. His dmg of choice was cocaine, ahhough he experimented whh several
dmgs, including marijuana.
Brian reports that he came and went as he pleased, and at that time, his
relationship whh his mother and sister was very negative. After many tumultuous
episodes with his mother in her house, Brian was kicked out of the house, and after
mnning out of friends to stay with, he ended up living on his own on the streets. After
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being homeless for several months, one of Brian's family members took him in, on the
condition that he attend AA and NA meetings, as well as attend school. Although he was
reluctant and defiant at first, Brian remained sober and has been in recovery ever since,

Kevin
Kevin is a 26-year-old college junior who is married and has two children. He
grew up in a very strict Christian Science family that did not believe in "doctoring." In
addition, alcohol was strictly prohibited by the religion, as were dmgs. Although
substance use was prohibited, Kevin's father drank and occasionally use marijuana.
Kevin lived with both his biological mother and father until they divorced when he was
about ten years old. For several years, he lived in the country with both of his parents.
After they divorced, Kevin moved with his mother and sister to a small suburban area.
Kevin was an active athlete in high school who was expected to compete at the
collegiate level. Although he was around alcohol at parties and might have tasted it,
Kevin had no experience with dmgs or alcohol until he severely injured his knee and was
unable to compete any longer in his sport. His use began with painkillers prescribed after
his knee surgery. When he found out he could no longer compete, Kevin began
"partying" and "clubbing." This behavior continued into college, where he discovered
cocaine, his dmg of choice.
Kevin did not complete college, but instead went to work for his father. He got
married and started a family, and through all this, continued to use, Kevin did experience
some legal problems related to his dmg use, and after being caught with dmgs, went to
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treatment for his first time. Kevin says one of his greatest regrets is missing the birth of
his first child while he was in treatment. He stayed sober for approximately a year before
relapsing, and then went to treatment again. Although he missed some pre-natal
appointments whh his wife, he was present for the birth of his second child. Kevin
relapsed only once more, about two years later, and has been sober ever since.

Tanya
Tanya is a single 23-year-old college junior. Tanya grew up in an upper-middle
class suburb with both parents and her sister. Her parents are still married. Tanya reports
that she had a hard time fitting in throughout her childhood, and rebelled against the
"preppie" atmosphere in her neighborhood and in her school. While she reports that she
was fairly naive and innocent, she admits that she experimented whh alcohol and dmgs,
mostly marijuana, through high school.
Tanya, often shy, sought out people much like her friends in high school once she
got to college. The particular crowd she was friends with, primarily friends of her
boyfriend, introduced her to many new dmgs she had not tried in high school, including
cocaine and crack. She reports that the first time she tried crack, she did not know what it
was, as it was referred to by another name. Tanya became addicted the first time she
used crack. She flunked out of college quickly, and primarily spent time whh her
boyfriend either using dmgs or trying to find ways to buy more dmgs.
During the time of her heaviest dmg use, she became peripherally involved in
criminal activhy. Tanya reports that ahhough she knew it was wrong, she enjoyed being
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a part of this worid, and feh "tough" and "on the edge." All criminal activity that she was
involved in was done with her boyfriend at the time. Tanya was never arrested or
charged whh any crime, to which she says she is very lucky.
Tanya's family placed her in treatment when they discovered she had flunked out
of school and was involved in dmg use. Tanya says they still don't know exactly how
bad her use was, or how involved she was in certain activhies. Tanya remained sober for
a short time, and then began using marijuana and alcohol occasionally. She marks her
big "relapse" on her twenty-first birthday, thinking she would be able to handle alcohol,
as she saw it as "less addicting" and as a milder dmg. She sought treatment for her
alcohol addiction a few months after this relapse, and has been sober ever since.

Amy
Amy is a single 23-year-old college senior. She grew up in an upper middle-class
suburb whh both of her parents and her older sister. She says she was always part of the
popular crowd, which included having the right friends and wearing the right clothes, but
in retrospect remembers saying or doing things that might have been hurtful to other
people, and is not particulariy proud of today. Amy says she considered herself a
"goody-goody" in high school, despite trying alcohol. She says that marijuana was
considered acceptable, but she was one of the few people who didn't try h in high school.
Amy was diagnosed with an eating disorder while she was still in junior high.
She went through treatment for the eating disorder, but continued to stmggle with this
issue through high school and much of college. While Amy drank alcohol occasionally,
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she did not start using dmgs until she was seventeen, when she saw her sister snorting
Ritalin, which they were both prescribed for Attention Defich Hyperactivity Disorder
(ADHD), She reports that her inhial use was to show her sister how "stupid" she looked,
but instead enjoyed the effects the dmg gave her. Amy became addicted to Ritalin soon
after, and she using fraudulent means to obtain Ritalin,
Amy continued to use Ritalin and tried marijuana several times the summer after
her senior year and through the first year of college. She reports that she was raped
during the summer before she began college, and began using more Ritalin, nearly
overdosing one time. During her first year of college, she had a difficult time dealing
with the rape, and used alcohol and dmgs daily, including more and more cocaine use.
While at first she made many friends at college, by the time she left, she had alienated
many of them due to her substance abuse and the related erratic behavior. Also during
this time period, her parents, whose relationship was always tense and volatile, divorced.
After leaving college. Amy moved back in whh her mother, and after contacting
her old psychologist regarding her eating disorder. Amy's mother also placed her in
treatment for her alcohol and dmg use. Amy became sober and has been in recovery for
approximately two years.

Beth
Beth is a single 25-year-old college sophomore. She grew up in a large urban
area, an only child whh parents who divorced when she was in junior high. Beth reports
that her relationship whh her parents was always full of conflict as her father was
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verbally and sometimes physically abuse, and her mother was sometimes verbally
abusive, and gave Beth little support, Beth reports that she was glad when her parents got
divorced, because she couldn't stand the fighting anymore,
Beth reports that she often had a difficult time fitting in at school, which was not
made easier, as her family moved several times during her youth, Beth began
experimenting with alcohol whh acquaintances at school in order to fit in and possibly
generate some friendships. Due to this behavior, as well as general disobedience, her
parents quickly placed her in a treatment center for adolescent girls, specializing in
behavior disorders and substance use. Beth was at this treatment facilhy for over a year,
and during this time had little contact with her family. In addhion, while she resided at
the treatment center, she reports she learned how to manipulate and to "get away with
things," as well as how to find alcohol in other ways, such as hairspray and mouthwash,
Beth reports that she feels like she missed out on a lot of adolescent experiences,
including getting a drivers license, going to parties with friends, and going to a prom.
Soon after returning home from the treatment facility, Beth dropped out of high school,
and proceeded to party most every night of the week and work at a series of low-paying
jobs. She reports that she was very unhappy and was able to target her dmg and alcohol
use as part of the problem, Beth sought help for her addiction, then proceeded to obtain
her GED and return to college. She has been in recovery for approximately four years.
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Greg
Greg is a single 20-year-old college sophomore. He grew up in a small urban area
whh both parents and an older sister, Greg reports that he had a difficuh time fitting in as
a child, and ahhough he was very active, was a heavy child. He says that his close
friends were always girls, and he was teased for this, as well.
Greg says that began experimenting with alcohol with several female friends at
sleepovers. He reports that the first time he and his friends tried marijuana, a friend's
mother had left her "stash" out. Although his friends did not like marijuana, he enjoyed
its effects much more than the effects of alcohol.
Greg had many questions regarding his sexuality when he was in high school, and
he reports that he did a lot of "research" into the subject. His closest friends accepted
him, but the process of coming out was very difficuh. Greg reports that he was verbally
harassed on a daily basis, and was even physically assaulted on a few occasions. He says
that he finally stood up for himself, and ended up injuring two other students who had
continuously harassed him over a long period of time.
Greg began vishing clubs when he was in high school. It was here that he was
introduced to other types of dmgs, including cocaine and hallucinogens. He used
recreationally until he got to college, where he says he had a very difficult time finding
his niche. Eventually, through mutual friends, he discovered his "party scene," and he
reports that it was the first place he feh tmly accepted. Greg reports that he enjoyed the
attention, and loved the "glamour" of the lifestyle. However, he began partying nearly
every night, and became addicted to cocaine. While he is amused at the irony, Greg
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reports that while his addiction to cocaine was negative, as were many of the experiences
he had while in his addiction, he says that he was thrilled at all the weight he lost.
Always a good student, Greg stmggled to maintain his grades. His friends and
family finally began to notice that something was wrong, and after confronting him
several times, finally learned that he used dmgs and had been placed on academic
suspension. His parents put him in treatment, and while Greg reports that he has
stmggled at times, he has remained sober for approximately a year,

Kara
Kara is a single 24-year-old college senior. She grew up in a small mral town
with her parents and a younger sister. Kara's parents divorced when she was about
fourteen, and she reports that she had a very difficuh time whh their divorce. She reports
that she always had a lot of friends, was part of the "right crowd," and always had very
good grades. However, Kara says that she was also quite rebellious in that she always
wanted to push the limits and find out how far she could go, or how much she could get
away with. In addition, Kara reports that she had a lot of older friends, and was always
the first of her friends her own age to experiment whh dmgs and alcohol. She says that
she enjoyed being a "leader."
While she had a lot of friends, she also managed to keep maintain an emotional
distance from most people. Also, she was able to manipulate authority figures, especially
her mother, by choosing to use substances that were not as readily detectable as others.
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When she was not able to manipulate or get her way, Kara openly defied authority.
However, overall, Kara says she was really good at "maintaining appearances,"
While Kara's behavior and substance use was noted by her family and friends in
high school, and ahhough she was placed in counseling for a while due to her drinking
and dmg use, Kara was addicted to several substances, including cocaine and alcohol, by
the time she graduated from high school. During her first semester at college, she went
out and partied nearly every night, and her grades quickly dropped. She "hit the bars"
every night and used heavily for another three years before seeking treatment. Kara has
been in recovery for approximately three years.

Jack
Jack is a single 25-year-old college freshman. Jack grew up in an upper-middle
class suburban area with both parents and his sister. He reports that he had a happy,
"normal" childhood, always having lots of friends, and being in the "right" crowd. Jack
was very involved in athletics throughout his youth, and h was through his teammates
that he was first introduced to dmgs and alcohol.
Jack used dmgs and alcohol socially throughout high school, primarily drinking
with his football teammates and their large group of friends. Jack says that while he was
a "social butterfly," a name given him by his mother, he could also be very shy. He
reports that when he was dmnk or high, he could more easily talk to girls and do "wild"
things.
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Jack went to college on a football scholarship, and h was at college where he
began to party almost every night. During this time, he became addicted to alcohol, and
soon after lost his football scholarship, and flunked out of school. Rather than returning
home. Jack continued to live near the college and associate with the friends he had made.
He held several low paying jobs, and continued to drink daily and use dmgs very
frequently. This continued for a few years until he decided something was wrong and
decided to move home and live with his parents.
At first, when Jack moved back into his parents' home, his behavior did not
change. He continued to drink on a daily basis. He began to use dmgs more often..
Despite his parents' suggestions that he seek help. Jack continued to live as he had been.
Finally, Jack got in some legal trouble for accming several DWAIs. He was facing time
in jail, and opted for dmg and alcohol treatment instead. He says his eyes were opened in
treatment, and he has been sober ever since, about seven months.

Sam
Sam is a single 25-year-old college sophomore. He grew up in a large urban area
whh both parents and two older sisters, Sam reports that he has some history of
alcoholism in his family, as one grandfather is in recovery, one sister has had issues whh
prescription dmg use, and he says he believes his mother may be an alcoholic, although
she has never had any overt problems from drinking.
Sam reports that he had a happy childhood, but also had a difficuh time in some
ways. He was diagnosed whh dyslexia and ADHD at a young age, and Sam says that he
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dreaded going to school because of this, Sam also exhibited many behavior problems at
school, and these behavior problems began to build over the years. Finally, when he was
in junior high, he was expelled from school. The school district suggested that his
parents send him to boarding school, which they did. At first, Sam went to a boarding
school in the area, but after being expelled from that school for continuous dismptive
behavior, Sam's parents sent him to boarding school in another state, which was very
strict and specialized in adolescents whh severe or continuous behavior problems.
Sam remembers his high school years at this boarding school as both the best and
worst times of his young life. Sam learned a great deal about outdoor sports, wildemess
survival, and camping. However, he also had very little contact with his family for about
three years, and during much of this time, he was subjected to ongoing sexual abuse by
an authority figure. During his time at the boarding school, he used alcohol and dmgs
whenever he could, which was whenever he or other students could sneak them in. In
addition, he ran away from the school several times, but the school employed "bounty
hunters" of sorts, and he was always taken back to the school.
When Sam graduated from his boarding school, he finished high school in the
town where his family was living. He only lived with his family for a few months,
however, before moving out and getting his own apartment while he was still in high
school. His alcohol and dmg use increased markedly during this time, and he quickly
moved to "harder" dmgs. In addhion, he became involved in selling dmgs as he
continued to use more and more heavily, moving on to opiates.
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Sam earned a baseball scholarship to a small liberal arts college. He reports that
he quickly learned that the athletes "didn't really go to class," and he mainly hung out at
the athletes' dorm with his teammates. Sam injured himself eariy in the pre-season, and
while he was allowed to finish the semester on his baseball scholarship, he was unable to
continue playing baseball and failed all his classes. After he was no longer able to play
baseball, Sam's dmg and alcohol use increased.
During this final semester, Sam stmggled with many issues related to his dmg and
alcohol abuse, as well as issues he says were at the cmx of his use. Sam reports that he
was stmggling with issues of sexual identity related to his sexual abuse during his teen
years, while at the same time denying to himself that he had ever been abused. Sam also
says that he knew his dmg and alcohol use was out of control, and after trying to quit a
few times on his own, finally sought help near the end of his first semester at college.
Sam sought treatment for his addiction at the age of nineteen, at an in-patient
treatment center. Although he says withdrawing from heroin and staying sober was very
difficuh, he reports that calling his family, with whom he had had little contact for
several years, and asking them for help was one of the hardest things he's ever done.
Sam has been in recovery for six years.

Christine
Christine is a single 20-year-old college freshman. She grew up in a small city in
a fairiy mral area. She reports that she had a happy, normal childhood until her father
died in a work-related accident when she was nine. Christine says that while she had
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always been shy, she was also a daredevil, and after her father's death, she began to push
limhs and rebel by the time she was eleven. Although Christine had friends her own age,
she says she usually associated with her older cousin and her cousin's friends, who
ranged in age from fifteen to twenty-one.
Christine reports that although her cousin's friends liked having her around, they
wouldn't let her drink. When she was twelve, she began drinking alcohol desphe her
friends' protests, and says even though they didn't like that she drink at first, they thought
it was cute, and she felt more accepted. Christine experimented whh marijuana a few
times when she was fourteen, as her boyfriend at the time used, but she says she didn't
really like the effects. However, it was when she was fourteen that she began
experimenting with prescription dmgs, which she enjoyed. Christine reports that when
she was sixteen, a new prescription pain-killer, Oxy-Contin, came onto the market, and
she and her friends began experimenting with it. Christine says she was instantly hooked.
Although she says she was still close with her family, Christine says they enabled
her to continue her dmg use. She reports that she and her older cousin would steal from
their family members, but Christine's mom would try to cover for her, Christine says
that finally her family didn't really want anything to do with she and her cousin.
In addhion, Christine reports that she, her boyfriend, and a few of their friends,
began to "rip people off" and steal whatever they could get their hands on. She says that
even though these thefts scared her, these events were also very exching. However, she
and her friends finally got caught during one of their theft attempts, and as she was
almost eighteen at the time, and had a few other petty offenses on her record, had to serve
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jail time. She had realized much earlier that she had a problem with dmgs, and wanted to
stop, but h was while she was in jail that she began seeking help. After she was released,
she sought help for her dmg use, and has now been sober for approximately a year,

Laura
Laura is a single 19-year-old college freshman. She grew up in a large urban area
whh both parents and an older sister. She reports that she has always had a conflictual
relationship whh her parents, even when she was a child, but has since become very close
to her mother. She says that she has always been close to her sister, and their relationship
has strengthened over the past year. Laura reports that she was always fairly popular and
had a large, tightly knit group of friends.
Laura says she always stmggled with issues related to spirituality and religion.
Although her parents were not religious and did not go to church, she says that church
was something she enjoyed and sought out. Laura went to church camp every summer,
and says she always came back excited about church and about God. However, when she
began to hang out with her group of friends again, she always went back to her "old
ways." She says this was something she stmggled whh, and often felt very guilty about.
Laura says that she experimented with alcohol while she was still in elementary,
either fifth or sixth grade, but did not like it. However, in sixth grade, she and her friends
began experimenting with marijuana, and she says that she liked the effects of the dmg
right away. Laura reports that during her junior high years, she and her friends would
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occasionally use together, whenever they could get marijuana, but they usually did
"normal kid stuff."
During high school, many of Laura's friends went to different schools, and she
says she sometimes feh alone. However, she still had many friends that she used with,
and says that she often used marijuana throughout the day: before, during and after
school. This type of use was on nearly a daily basis. In addhion, she began to go to
many parties, often with her sister, and at her sister's encouragement, began drinking
more. Laura says that h didn't take long before she really enjoyed drinking.
Laura's grades began to slip drastically, and her behavior began to decline. Her
parents and the school began to take notice, and Laura's parents soon transferred to a
private school. She did well there for a short time, but eventually began to exhibit the
same behaviors. However, one stipulation of Laura being able to continue to live in her
parents' home was to stay in school, and after Laura was kicked out, due to behavior and
substance use, she was also kicked out of her house.
She lived with several friends during this time, and began using more and more
frequently. Laura says she began to drink so much on a daily basis that she would black
out, and do and say things that she wouldn't remember. Due to these incidents, she lost
many friends and was kicked out of a few other places she was living. Laura says that
she knew she had "strayed" and wanted to go back to being good, but h took several
more months before she sought help from her parents, who sent her to treatment, Laura
has been sober ever since, and has been in recovery for over a year.
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Zach
Zach is a single 20-year-old college freshman. He grew up in a large urban area
with both of his parents. He says that his relationship whh his parents was strained for
years, as they are both reserved people, but Zach reports that their relationship has gotten
better and better since he got sober. In addition, Zach has one half-brother with whom he
used to have a conflictual relationship. He says that his brother used to beat him up on a
regular basis, and that he and his brother have since worked through the "abuse issues"
together and now have a very close relationship,
Zach reports that he always had a difficult time fitting in, and had only a few
friends growing up. He says that his junior high years were really bad, and he became so
depressed that he thought about killing himself on a regular basis. However, when he
talked to a friend about this, she did not believe him. Zach never attempted suicide, but
instead says he isolated himself from people even more.
Zach went to a small private high school and became involved in wrestling.
Although he says he still had a difficuh time fitting in, he made a few close friends. Zach
knew they used alcohol and dmgs, and says that one day he simply decided to try alcohol.
Over the course of a few weeks, Zach quickly began to experiment whh alcohol and
many different dmgs whh his friends. He says that he finally felt more accepted and he
finally began to feel better about himself Zach began to drink and use dmgs every day
after wrestling practice, stealing money from the lockers of his teammates in order to
fund his new addiction.
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Zach also began selling dmgs during this time in order to be able to afford his
dmg use, which was becoming heavier and heavier, A friend's mother, who worked in
the field of substance abuse, noticed Zach's change in behavior and demeanor and
reported her suspicions to his parents, Zach says that his parents didn't believe his denial
of his use, and they had a phone tap installed on his phone. He says within a week, his
parents overheard him making dmg deals from their house, and his mother called every
one of his friends' parents to let them know what was going on.
Although he was very angry, and again socially isolated, Zach says he was glad
his parents reacted as they did, as he quit using at that time and has not used since. Zach
used for approximately two months, and became sober when he was sixteen, Zach has
been in recovery for four years.
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APPENDIX B
CONSENT FORM

I hereby give my consent for participation in the project entitied: "The Meanings of
Adolescent Risk Behaviors," I understand that the persons responsible for this project are
Kim Kerksiek and Dr, Nancy Bell, 742-3000, ext 269. ft has been explained to me that
the objective of this study is to leam more about the meanings and motivations that
underlie some of the potentially risky behaviors and experiences in which adolescents
may participate,
I understand that this research will involve a tape-recorded interview of approximately
one hour in which I will be asked to talk about my ideas about why teens sometimes do
things that are risky or dangerous. It has explained to me that this interview is
completely voluntary, I can choose to stop at any time, and my decision regarding my
participation in this project will not affect my participation in the scholarship program,
and will still be counted as part of my weekly participation requirements. It has also been
explained to me that the total duration of my participation will be approximately one
hour; that only Kim Kerksiek and Nancy Bell will have access to the records and/or data
collected for this study; and that all data associated with this study will remain strictly
confidential. I understand that Kim Kerksiek will report to the proper authorities
anything revealed or reported during the interview that involves physical or sexual abuse.
Any use of this material in reports or publications will never be associated with the
names of any individual participants. The benefit for participants is the opportunity to
reflect upon and to discuss my experiences and opinions. The only potential risk is the
possibility of recalling unpleasant or painful events that have occurred in the past,
Dr, Bell has agreed to answer any inquiries I may have concerning the procedures and, I
have been informed that I may contact the Texas Tech University Institutional Review
Board for the Protection of Human Subjects by writing to them in care of the Office of
Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, TX 79409, or by calling 806-7423884,
I understand that I may not derive therapeutic treatment from participation in this study, I
understand that I may discontinue this study at any time I choose whhout penahy.
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Signature of Participant
Date_
Signature of Investigator
Date
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APPENDIX C
BACKGROUND QUESTIONNAIRE

Please circle the best answer, or write in, as indicated on the form.
1,

Gender:

F

2,

Your age:

3.

Classification:

4.

Maior:

5.

Marhal Status:

6,

Do you have childn3n?
yes
If so, please list ages:

7,

Ethnic/Racial Identiification:
African Amierican
Hispanic

M

Fresh,

Soph.

Never Married
Other

Jun,

Sen.

Married

Divorced

Anglo

Other

no

Before leaving home, I lived with:
Both biological parents
Biological mother only
Biological father only
Other

Biological mother and stepfather
Biological father and stepmother

9.

Mother's occupation:.

10.

Father's occupation:_

11,

Your religious affiliation:

12,

Your level of involvement in your religion/church activhies:

13,

Size of your hometown, or place you have lived for the longest period of time:

127

13,

Size of your hometown, or place you have lived for the longest period of time:

14,

Time of entry into the CSA scholarship program (month and year):

15.

How long have you been in recovery?

16,

Approximately when did you start using dmgs/alcohol?

17,

When did your dmg/alcohol use first become a problem/addiction?

18,

How long did you use before seeking help? Before getting into recovery?
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APPENDIX D
INTERVIEW INTRODUCTION AND QUESTIONS

I'd like your help today. My research interests focus on the experiences of adolescents
and young aduhs, particularly experiences involving use of alcohol or other dmgs. I'd
like to talk to you about the things that you became involved with during your adolescent
years, how you remember experiencing them at that time, and looking back, how you
perceive those experiences now.
For my research, I need to tape record our discussion today. But I want to emphasize that
no one besides myself and my research advisor will have access to these tapes, and that
no names will be associated at any time with the transcripts. Also, I would like to remind
you that this interview is completely voluntary. You can choose to stop at any time. If
you do choose to stop, it will not affect your participation in the scholarship program, and
it will still be counted as part of your weekly participation requirements.
1. I'd like to begin by asking you about your use of alcohol and other dmgs during your
adolescent years. Can you describe it for me?
2. Can you now describe more generally your life during adolescence?
3. How do you see your alcohol and dmg use in relation to other things going on in your
life?
4. What did you like about alcohol and dmg use? What were all of the benefits that you
perceived: What did h do for you that you regarded as poshive?
Follow up:
(a) at the time you first started using (and describe when that was, and how h
happened, if not covered above.)
(b) at the time of your heaviest use (again, describe when that was, and how
much was heaviest use, if not covered above)
5. What did you not like about alcohol and dmg use? What were all of the negatives that
you perceived: What problems did h create for you?
Follow up:
(a) at the time you first started using (as above, describe when that was, and how
it happened, if not covered above)
(b) at the time of your heaviest use (again, describe when that was, and how h
happened, if not covered above)
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6, What role did other people play in your alcohol and dmg use?
Follow up:
(a) specifically, what role did your parents play in your alcohol and dmg use?
Your friends? Other intimate relationships?
7, Tell me a little about how you perceive development. How would you define
development?
8, How do you perceive yourself as having developed during adolescence?
Follow up:
(a) specific areas of change (ask for more detail, if not mentioned spontaneously)
(b) some specific examples of change
9, How do you perceive your alcohol and dmg use in relation to your own development.
Follow up:
(a) some poshives of alcohol and dmg use in relation to your development (if not
mentioned spontaneously)
(b) some negatives of alcohol and dmg use in relation to your development (if not
mentioned spontaneously.)
10, Why? (Why do you think that alcohol and dmg and is related to development in the
ways that you've just described.)
11, Now, I'd like for you to think about how the experience of alcohol and dmg use
might be different for, say, a teen from a low-income family living in a high-crime urban
area, versus a teen from a high-income family living in a relatively safe suburban area.
Follow up:
(a) would reasons for use be different?
(b) can you think of any poshives of use? Can you think of any negatives of use?
12, Some teens use alcohol and dmgs recreationally, but seem to be able to manage use
so that h does not negatively impact their lives. For other teens, h becomes a big factor
in their lives. What sorts of things do you think might account for these differences?
13, What do you think are the main reasons, or factors related to quitting use of alcohol
and dmgs?
Follow-up:
(a) how might these differ, for different people?
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14, What was the "meaning" of alcohol and dmg use for you, at the time that you were
using?
15, Does that differ from how you regard h today? That is, looking back from your
current perspective, do you interpret things differently than you did at the time? If so, in
what ways?
16, Is there anything we haven't covered that you would like to add about your past, or
current, experiences?
17, Finally, I'd like to get your overall reaction to the interview. Could you tell me
something about how you experienced h?
Follow-up:
(a) Was it comfortable for you to talk about these things?
(b) Were some components of the interview more difficult than others?
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APPENDIX E
THE ANALYSIS PROCESS

The interviews were conducted in an office in the Human Sciences Building.
They were done in fairly quick succession, and notes were taken after each interview to
record the investigator's impressions and thoughts regarding the interview and the
interviewee. Because of the quick succession of the interviews, the audiotapes were
listened to and typed verbatim after all interviews had been completed. At the top of the
first page, the date and time of the interview were noted. After the twelve interviews had
been conducted and transcribed, I read through each interview and began the analysis
process in order of interview number. The first reading of each interview was done
without making any notations on the pages or in the margins. Because I had conducted
as well as transcribed the interview, I was very familiar with the information whhin the
interviews. However, because the transcription process was very time-consuming and
often required muhiple sittings, this was the first time I had the opportunhy or the time to
read each interview in hs entirety. Each interview took about twenty to thirty minutes to
read through thoroughly.
During the second reading of the interviews, I wrote notes in the left margin,
which consisted of anything that stmck me as important during the first and second
readings. In addition, I underlined statements or relevant passages to draw attention to
where in the passage of text would explain the notations in the left margin. The entire
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process of the second reading took approximately an hour per interview to read and make
comments in the margins, depending on the length and depth of the interview.
After notations had been completed in the left margin, I read each interview for a
third time. This time I used the right margin of the text to make notes regarding what
seemed important about what I was reading. In addition, I began to note recurrent ideas
and emerging themes in the right margin of the text. During this process, I made sure to
cover the left margin of the text so each reading was a separate process. During this third
reading, the interviews were read more slowly and methodically, moving from paragraph
and question to question in an attempt to understand the meaning of the participants'
experiences and atthudes. This reading process and the process of theme extraction was
repeated for each interview in an attempt to ensure nothing was being overlooked.
After the readings had been completed, the emerging themes and topics that
seemed important were then listed on a separate sheet of paper. After listing them on the
paper directly from the right margin of the interview text, I began to place them in a
coherent order. During this organization process, some of the topics and themes
clustered together or portray connections between them, while others seemed to clearly
emerge as "master" concepts. From this first list, a "master" list of themes was produced
for each interview, and "identifiers of instances" were added to note where in the text
examples of the themes could be found. With each successive analysis of the interviews,
the master list of themes from the first transcript was amended and expanded to
accommodate other emerging themes or subthemes.
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After this process was completed for all twelve interviews, the investigator
created a master list for each major theme, which included all subthemes located within
the major theme. In addhion, all identifiers of instances were listed, as well as the
relevant or pertinent quotes that described and supported the theme or subthemes. The
concepts were revised through the analysis process. Labels were written for each theme
and subtheme, along whh short summaries to describe hs contents. When this was
completed, the identifiers of instances were counted for each participant, which were
added together with the other participants to create a total of identifiers for each major
theme. In this way, the themes were ordered from most commonly identified to least
commonly identified in the results section.
Many of the main points made in the interviews followed the interview schedule,
I labeled the main points or main themes, as well as the subthemes in a way that I thought
best fit the nature of the material located whhin. Through this process, the master list of
themes and subthemes emerged. Under each theme heading, I sorted what each
individual had said in his or her interview, and placed it whh the appropriate theme.
Through this process, the subthemes emerged more solidly.
During this process of analysis, I often referred back to the interviews in order to
clarify certain points or to read a certain passage or quote in hs larger context of the
interview, I wanted to ensure that I was accurately representing the information freely
given in the interviews, and to accurately understand the context in which h had been
said.
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Each theme, and the underlying subthemes were typed in succession to keep the
meanings separate and more clearly defined. In addhion, when typing the themes and
including the corresponding information from each interview, in essence, adding the
identifiers of instances in the thesis text, I kept them separated by participant, so the
individual's separate voice would be heard, I used quotes in order to ensure what each
individual stressed in his or her interview was conveyed in the text of the thesis.
This was only part of the analysis process, however. After reading through each
interview several times, reading the notes from after each interview, and recalling the
experience of each interview, I felt as though I was beginning to gain more understanding
about what each individual participant had said and had emphasized in response to the
interview questions. Because context is so important, I wrote down information for each
participant, such as age, dmg and alcohol use history, notable experiences with dmgs and
alcohol, and family information. Later, I typed a more complete life history for each
individual, based on the information he or she had related in the interview, as well as
information gathered from the background questionnaire. This was Appendix A of the
thesis.
As stated earlier, I had taken notes on each interview, and also throughout the
analysis process. To put this information in order, I typed the comments made for each
interview. This is Appendix F of the thesis. This portrayed my impressions of the
interview participant, my experience whh them during the interview, my experiences
whh the analysis process, and in some cases, my experiences regarding getting to know
some of them after the interviews had been completed.
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Throughout this analysis process, h was important for me to document my steps
to ensure 1 kept the large amount of information organized and coherent. In addhion, h
was important for me to follow a systematic pattem to ensure the interviews and the
contents therein were thoroughly studied and experienced. By doing this, 1 feh more
confident that each individual's experiences and meanings would be tmthfuUy conveyed.
Because this was a new experience for me, it was imperative that I present my findings in
a respectfiil and honest manner, that represented the information with which the
participants had entmsted me.

136

APPENDIX F
NOTES ON INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS

Brian, Writing this summary seemed difficuh at first, I wondered where I should start
and what I should write about. In addition, I stmggled to figure out how to present the
information and tell the story without reiterating the entire interview. Once I got started,
though, h seemed to flow fairly well.
This is one student I got to know fairly well after the interviews were over, which
made h seem like it should be easier to write about him. I had several of the participants
in my classes the summer after the interviews, but Brian was not one of them. I heard a
great deal about him through other people, including other parts of his story, his history,
and his life that he did not share with me in the interview. I really felt like some of these
details were very important in order to make a more complete "story" or description of
who he his, what his environment was like, and what kinds of responsibilities he carries
today. I tmly feel for this person, and I really wanted to do this summary, his abridged
story, justice.
All in all, this was an easy interview transcript to follow. He did not go on long
tangents, and nothing seemed out of context, absent, or difficuh to understand. The
telling of his story through the interview is fairly chronological, which was a great help in
wrhing the summary. It is very easy to feel for this individual throughout his interview.
When he talked about his family and his experiences, one can only imagine how difficuh
a time he had. In addhion, he talked about being homeless for a time when he was very
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young, and reading this, I could not help but be concerned, yet amazed at his strength and
resourcefulness.

Kevin. This was a very detailed interview. I remember during the interview I wondered
when h would end, if I should intermpt, and how to redirect him more precisely and
effectively. Reading back through the transcript, I recall why I thought this and in some
ways wish I would have intermpted. It was one of the more difficuh transcripts, or
stories, to follow. He definitely seemed to go on many tangents and ramble a lot.
However, in the end, he really did get back to the point, and offered detailed and very
rich information. It's as though he was setting the stage and giving more context to the
story. His examples and analogies were a way to try to say as much as possible and to
really try to get me to understand. But this really did make organizing the summary and
picking out the important details more difficult.
In addition, this participant was very different from the others. He is my age and
already had a family: a wife and two kids (maybe three now?). He was very gregarious
and seemed very honest and humble. This was definhely one of the more emotional
issues. He talked about being a senshive person and stmggled to keep himself from
crying a few times throughout the interview. I think he felt embarrassed by this, and I
stmggled whh what to do in that situation. Basically, I just sat quietly by and let him
know it was OK and he could take his time,
I have mn into this situation since then, ahhough I do not recall any further
occurrences during the interviews. However, I think my experience whh this interview
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participant, Kevin, helped me to become a better interviewer and to handle unexpected
situations better and to feel more comfortable doing h,

Tanya. This is another individual whom I've gotten to know a little since the interview.
Through mutual acquaintances we began to mn into each other and talk more after the
interviews were over. It definhely made this summary more of a challenge, as I now
know details beyond the scope of the interview. As whh Brian, these details seem
important in order to explain more fully who Tanya is. Again, though, as in all the
interviews, I strove to concentrate on the text of the interview.
This is someone whom, I've learned more about and know more about her
personality and the nuances that make her unique. I can see h emerging in the words of
the text of the transcript in a way I didn't when I first began reading through the
transcript. This, too, is difficuh to incorporate into the summary: to give the reader a
sense of who she is. It is difficuh to convey her humor, her sarcasm, her wh, and her
sometimes blatant honesty. Some of h is self-deprecating, which is difficuh to pick up in
the text. Some of h is in her voice, her tone, rather than just her words, ft is a tone of
voice that doesn't translate easily into words written on paper.

Amv. I have mn into and spoken in passing to this person since the interview. I have
heard updates from other people in the Center, and know that she has since graduated
from college and has gotten married.
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During her interview, I was stmck by her honesty, as well as by the important role
social status and material things played in her childhood and upbringing. She was very
honest about this topic, as h was a big part of her environment when she was growing up.
It was difficult for me to understand, though, as we grew up in completely different
worlds.
In reading through this transcript, her eariy experiences are so far removed from
my own, I have a difficuh time imagining what her childhood and adolescence must have
been like. In some ways, she is one of the interview participants that I have the most
difficult time trying to tmly understand why she, more than some of the other
interviewees, began using and drinking. Much of her use, though, was related to the
material aspects of her upbringing: amphetamine, speed, and cocaine abuse and later
dependence to maintain her figure and keep up the work load expected of her in order to
be 'perfect' and an overachiever. She is one of two women in these interviews who were
very clear about their dmg abuse issues in relation to their eating disorder. I can't
imagine how difficuh that would be, and what a, perhaps, extra challenge h would be to
stay clean and sober.

Beth. Again, I've gotten to know Beth better after the interviews, I often saw her
around the Center office, and she often stopped me to talk to me when I was there.
Although our conversations and interactions since that time have not focused on anything
related to the interview, or the difficuh or emotional content whhin, I feel that I have
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gotten to know more of her personality that definhely does not come through in the
interview.
For example, I remember thinking that she was so quiet and shy. However, after
getting to know her, I realize this is definitely not the case, Beth is very friendly and
open, and genuinely seems to like to talk whh people. After spending some time with
her, I think she is just more reserved around people she doesn't know well, especially in a
strange situation such as an interview.
Because of this, I wonder what might be missing from the interview. Were any
important details omitted because she didn't feel comfortable at the time? How often did
this happen whh the other interviewees?

Greg. As with some of the other interview participants, Greg is someone I got to know a
little better after the interviews were concluded. Unlike some of the others, though, I
haven't stmggled as much with how to summarize his interview or his experience, I have
wondered why this is the case, and have thought that perhaps h is because his experiences
are so different from mine. For example, I seem to have stmggled more with the women
I have interviewed, even though our experiences are also so different. However, some of
what they said seemed to strike a chord with me, especially when a few of them talked
about body image issues, feelings of insecurity, and relationship issues.
On the other hand, I think that perhaps I found Greg's experiences and meanings
of substance use easier to write down on paper because some of his experiences stood out
so much more that others because his experiences were so different. In addition, he
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seemed to have a unique way of saying things that made the interview fun to read and
easy to remember. Even if 1 didn't know exactiy what I wanted to say, I could remember
the context and how Greg said h. I think also because he is a gay man, his experiences
stood out because he is unique to this group of interview subjects. Although I believe all
of them are unique and definhely stand out in their own way, all are whhe, middle-class,
and heterosexual. Except Greg.
Maybe this is something that I should have even stmggled with more. Is h his
sexualhy that makes so many parts of his story stand out? While his own stmggles and
problems are not unique to adolescence, they way he talked about them and the addhional
issues he had to deal with (gay bashing, coming out) are definhely unique and deserve
attention.

Kara. It seems that in looking at the interviewees, I know quite a few of them beyond
the bounds of the interviews. I ended up mrming into Kara quite often after the
interviews, and through her job and mine, ended up working on similar projects and
mnning into each other even more.
I think a lot of Kara's personality comes through fairly well in the interview. I
enjoyed reading through Kara's interview, although as has been typical of the others, was
difficult to summarize. She was very straightforward and clear in her interview, but
related many of the details with humor. In addhion, she seemed very honest, and I was
touched by how open she was whh so many details of her life. In this sense, she
reminded me of a very good friend of mine, who also speaks with such openness and
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honesty. This type of tmst is humbling to me, and I think Kara's was the first interview
that I finally put my finger on the feeling I was experiencing, I wonder what effect this
type of honesty had on the participants.
I think at first I was a Ihtle uncomfortable whh the depth some of the interviewees
went into, as well as the amount of information they provided. I suppose h was a little
overwhelming. However, after thinking about the interviews and the participants, I have
become more comfortable with the information, although the responsibility I feel is still
very present and a little heavy at times.

Jack.

I think I stmggled whh Jack's interview a little. While h was not all that difficuh

to summarize, I think I stmggled at times to find some of the emerging themes. While
the interview looks long on the transcript, it really is much shorter than many of the
others. I remember having a difficuh time getting Jack to talk and answer the questions.
At times, he seemed to have difficulty understanding what I was asking, and I recall
restating several of the questions,
Reading through the transcript brings up these memories, as many of his answers
are short and I asked a lot of probing questions. Looking at the number of probing
questions, I have wondered if I probed too much, or in a different direction that the
interview questions intended, I worried that I led him in some of his answers while at the
same time feeling fmstrated that he didn't seem to be following the questions and didn't
really seem to answer some of them.
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While the information he gave is no less rich, descriptive, and interesting, it seems
that some of the themes that have easily emerged in the other interviews have to be
sought out in Jack's interview,

Sam

This is perhaps the interview I fought against analyzing and summarizing the

most, I have gotten to know Sam very well outside the bounds of the interview. We
worked together through the department, and have kept in contact. 1 have stmggled with
the ethics of this relationship from the beginning, wondering if there is such a thing as a
dual relationship when referring to research ethics. However, I also feel strongly that to
bmsh off a good person, especially when we have ended up working together and
continue to cross paths, would be insenshive and mde, as well as a personal loss.
Another reason I stmggled whh this interview is that Sam shared a great deal of
very personal information. While I began to realize what I was feeling when working on
Kara's interview, I think Sam's interview really hit the issue on the head. The issues that
some of these participants talked about are so personal and painful, I do not want to
misrepresent them or be disrespectful in any way. Although they seemed comfortable in
sharing this information with me, I cannot imagine telling such personal, private, and
painful details to another person, a total stranger, knowing there is a chance h would be
written down. Knowing about confidentialhy helps somewhat, but only somewhat.
Aside from these issues, though, this participant was very conversational and easy
to talk to during the interview. He seemed very comfortable talking about his
experiences, perhaps due to his longer period of sobriety and having had shared his story
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many times before. In addhion, though, he allowed his personality and his sense of
humor to come through in the interview through some of his uniquely worded statements,

Christine, I didn't get to know this interview participant very well, and only saw her in
passing, I do not know if this made me more "objective" regarding the analysis of her
interview. I strove to pay attention to the text in all twelve interviews. I think this
participant influenced me in other ways, and this participant certainly surprised me in
many ways. She seemed somewhat shy, as she was very soft-spoken. She gave short,
concise answers, and I had to ask several probing questions throughout the interview.
She was the only participant who talked about experiencing the death of a parent, and this
experience was very difficult for me to imagine or relate to. I was surprised how young
she began using alcohol and dmgs, and was surprised to hear her talk about some of her
experiences while she was using,
Christine was not the only participant to talk about using prescription dmgs, but
she was the only one whose dmg of choice was a prescription dmg. When she began
using, this particular dmg was very new, and she was probably one of the first of many
people to become addicted to it. In addhion, she was not the only participant to talk
about having legal trouble and being in jail. However, I was surprised at the extent of her
legal problems, of which I only had a little information, and was further surprised when
she talked about how she had faced possible incarceration. She related how this affected
her, and how it motivated her to change.
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Overall, I thought this interview participant was very resilient and poshive
regarding her experiences. She was clear in that while she did have some very negative
experiences, she chooses to look at them as developmental opportunhies, and takes
lessons from these negative experiences.

Laura, This interview was very conversational in nature, and she seemed very easy to
talk to. Although she was very straightforward, I did have to use probing questions at
times, as some of her answers were concise and needed more detail. I thought this
participant seemed very unique. And she seemed to have some very unique experiences
and stmggles, and I thought she was very insightful, and very open. She talked about her
very strong religious values aq^ beliefs that she had developed at a young age, and how
deeply this conflict of religious beliefs versus dmg use affected her. No one else who
was interviewed related a similar experience.
While other participants talked about other risk behaviors, Laura was the only one
who talked about "fainting", where she and her friends essentially strangled one another
until they passed out, I had never conceived of this as a way to feel a high, and thought h
was interesting that this activity was probably her first risk behavior, I thought h was
interesting that Laura was one of the only participants who talked about using before and
during school, and that she was the only one who talked about hs negative affects on her
school achievement and experiences at school.
This was another participant who was kicked out of her parents' house, and then
kicked out of friends' houses. She was essentially homeless, although she never lived on
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the streets. I found h difficuh to imagine how much humility and strength h must have
taken her to go back to her parents' house and ask for help. In addition, she showed a
great deal of strength in finishing high school and making her way to college.

Zach. I found h very easy to like this interview participant. He was easy to talk to, very
conversational, and personable. This participant's use was very unique. He talked about
his very painful and troublesome junior high years and his lack of friends. I definhely
feh sympathy for this participant when he talked about his experiences, and even could
empathize whh him regarding some of his experiences. I could certainly see why dmgs
and alcohol seemed like a good answer for him - he finally found a place to be accepted
by his peers and finally make some friends.
Zach started using much later than most of the other participants, and his
progression and duration of use started and ended relatively quickly. When Zach decided
to use, he moved quickly from experimentation with numerous substances, to addiction,
and to selling dmgs to support his own use. This progression, from the time he began
until the time he was caught and went to treatment was approximately 6-8 months. Zach
also talked about the ritualistic nature of his use, and how he went through a particular
order and used particular props during his dmg use. I had never really considered how
someone's substance use could progress and then end so abmptly. His experience is
certainly very different from his peers in this study sample. I don't think I have ever
heard of another person whose patterns of use looked quhe like his.
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Another thing 1 found interesting about this participant is that he talked about
being a sensation-seeking person, and he wanted to find something to take the place of
dmgs, but still give him the same msh. This participant became interested in skydiving,
and now is becoming increasingly involved in this activity. This sport has even served as
a way to bring his family closer together, as his other family members have become
involved in skydiving, as well. This made me wonder whether other participants have
similar feelings of needing to find something to replace what dmgs and alcohol gave
them.
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