
Why Do People Take Drugs 1

Why Do People Take Drugs

Why Do People Take Drugs
Downloaded from app.ardentx.com by

Ross & Dudley

UNDERSTANDING THE COMPLEX REASONS BEHIND
SUBSTANCE USE

The question "Why do people take drugs?" is deceptively simple.
On the surface, it seems to invite a single answer, but in reality, it
opens a door onto a landscape of human experience that is as
varied as it is complex. The reasons behind substance use are
never one-dimensional. They are woven from threads of biology,
psychology,  social  circumstance,  and  personal  history.  To
understand  why  someone  picks  up  a  substance  for  the  first
time—or  why  they  continue  to  use  it  despite  devastating
consequences—we must look beyond judgment and into the core
of  what  it  means  to  be  human  in  a  challenging  world.  This
exploration is not about excusing harmful behavior, but about
gaining  the  clarity  necessary  to  create  effective  prevention,
compassionate  treatment,  and  lasting  recovery.

The Pursuit of Pleasure and

the Brain's Reward System
At its most fundamental biological level, substance use is often
about feeling good. Human beings are wired to seek pleasure and
avoid pain. This drive is essential for survival; it encourages us to
eat, connect with others, and reproduce. Drugs hijack this ancient
system.  When  a  person  uses  a  substance  like  cocaine,
methamphetamine,  or  opioids,  the  brain  releases  a  flood  of
dopamine,  a  neurotransmitter  associated  with  reward,
motivation, and pleasure. This surge can be far more intense
than the natural  rewards of eating a good meal or hearing a
compliment.
Over  time,  the  brain  adapts.  It  recognizes  the  artificial  flood  of
dopamine and begins to reduce its own natural production. The
person no longer feels pleasure from everyday activities; they
need the drug just to feel normal. This neurological change is a
cornerstone of addiction. It transforms voluntary, recreational use
into a compulsive need. The initial reason for taking the drug
might have been simple curiosity or the desire for a fun night out,
but the brain's plasticity eventually rewires the motivation behind
continued use.

https://app.ardentx.com/


2

2 Why Do People Take Drugs 2025-10-31

Escaping Emotional and
Psychological Pain
Perhaps  the  most  common thread running  through stories  of
substance use is the attempt to escape pain. This pain can be
acute or chronic, visible or invisible. For many, drugs serve as a
form of self-medication for untreated mental health conditions.
Consider the following common scenarios:

Anxiety and Panic: Someone struggling with crippling
social anxiety might use alcohol or benzodiazepines to calm
the relentless inner storm. The relief is temporary, but in
the moment, it feels like a lifeline.
Depression and Hopelessness: A person trapped in the
fog of depression may turn to stimulants for a burst of
energy or to opioids to numb the emotional emptiness. The
drug offers a fleeting sense of relief from the weight of
despair.
Trauma and PTSD: Survivors of physical, emotional, or
sexual trauma often carry deep, unprocessed pain.
Substances can be used to dissociate, to forget, or to
simply silence intrusive memories. The drug becomes a
way to survive the present moment.
Grief and Loss: The death of a loved one, the end of a
significant relationship, or the loss of a job can create a
void that seems unbearable. Drugs offer a temporary
anesthetic for the raw edges of grief.

When  the  underlying  emotional  pain  is  not  addressed,  the
substance becomes a crutch. The person is not taking the drug to
get high; they are taking it to get low, to level out, or to escape.
This distinction is critical. It reframes the question from "Why are
they making a bad choice?" to "What are they trying to survive?"

The Power of Social
Environment and Peer
Influence
Humans are inherently social creatures. Our desire to belong, to
be  accepted,  and  to  fit  in  is  a  powerful  motivator.  Social
environment plays a massive role in the decision to try drugs.
This is particularly true during adolescence and young adulthood,
when peer  influence is  at  its  peak.  A teenager  at  a  party  where
everyone is drinking or smoking weed may feel intense pressure
to join in to avoid social exclusion or ridicule. The fear of being
the odd one out can override personal caution.
Beyond direct peer pressure, there is the more subtle influence of
social  norms. If  a person grows up in a community or family
where substance use is common and normalized, they are far
more likely to view it as acceptable behavior. This is not about
blame; it  is about context.  For a young person, the desire to
emulate  older  siblings,  parents,  or  admired  friends  can  be  a
strong pull toward experimentation. In many cultures, alcohol and
other  substances  are  deeply  intertwined  with  celebrations,
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rituals,  and  social  bonding.  The  line  between  social  use  and
problematic use can blur without clear awareness.

Genetic Predisposition and
Biological Vulnerability
Science has made it clear that addiction is not purely a matter of
willpower or moral failing. Genetics account for roughly 40 to 60
percent of a person's vulnerability to addiction. This does not
mean there is a single "addiction gene." Instead, it involves a
complex interplay of multiple genes that influence how the brain
responds  to  substances,  how quickly  a  person  metabolizes  a
drug,  and  their  baseline  personality  traits  like  impulsivity  or
sensation-seeking.
A person with a family history of addiction is not destined to
become  addicted,  but  they  face  a  higher  risk.  If  they  try  a
substance, their brain may experience the effects differently than
someone without  that  genetic  background.  They might  feel  a
more  intense  reward,  or  they  might  find  it  much  harder  to  stop
once they start. Understanding this biological component helps
remove the stigma from addiction. It is not a simple choice; it is a
medical condition that interacts with behavior and environment.

Curiosity, Experimentation,

and the Desire for Altered
States
For a significant number of people, the initial reason for taking a
drug is simple curiosity. They want to know what it feels like. This
is  especially  common  with  substances  like  cannabis,
psychedelics, or prescription pills taken for recreation. Humans
have a long history of seeking altered states of consciousness.
Whether  through meditation,  fasting,  chanting,  or  substances,
cultures  around the  world  have  pursued  experiences  that  go
beyond ordinary awareness.
This desire for exploration is not inherently pathological. Many
people experiment with drugs in their youth and never develop
problematic  patterns.  However,  for  those  with  underlying
vulnerabilities,  a  single  experiment  can  open  a  door  that  is
difficult  to  close.  The  difference  often  lies  in  the  context,  the
substance,  the  frequency,  and  the  individual's  mental  and
emotional state at the time of use. Curiosity is a normal human
trait; it is the convergence of curiosity with risk factors that can
lead to trouble.

Chronic Stress,
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Unemployment, and
Socioeconomic Factors
Social determinants of health play a massive role in substance
use. Chronic stress is a known gateway to substance use and
addiction.  When  people  live  in  conditions  of  poverty,
unemployment,  housing  instability,  or  systemic  discrimination,
their daily reality is one of constant pressure. The body's stress
response system becomes over-activated, leading to exhaustion,
anxiety, and depression.
In  such  environments,  drugs  can  seem  like  a  cheap  and
accessible  form of  relief.  They  offer  a  temporary  escape  from a
reality that feels hopeless. Consider the following circumstances
that increase risk:

Unemployment and Economic Hardship: The loss of a1.
job brings not only financial strain but also a loss of
purpose, routine, and social connection. Boredom and
despair can create a vacuum that substances fill.
Housing Instability and Homelessness: Life on the2.
streets is brutal. Drugs are often used to endure cold,
hunger, fear, and loneliness. They can become a survival
mechanism in a system that offers little support.
Systemic Inequity and Marginalization: Communities3.
that have faced generations of racism, discrimination, and
lack of opportunity experience higher rates of substance
use as a coping response to collective trauma.

Lack of Access to Healthcare: Without access to4.
affordable mental health care, pain management, or
addiction treatment, people are left to manage their
conditions on their own, often with substances.

These factors do not excuse substance use, but they explain it.
When we ignore the role of social environment, we fail to address
the root causes of the epidemic.

The Role of Prescription
Medications and the Opioid
Crisis
A significant and tragic pathway to substance use disorder begins
in  a  doctor's  office.  The  opioid  crisis  in  many  countries,
particularly the United States, is a stark example of how well-
intentioned medical treatment can lead to devastating addiction.
Patients  who  suffer  from  acute  or  chronic  pain  are  prescribed
powerful painkillers like oxycodone or hydrocodone. For many,
these medications provide relief and allow them to function.
However, opioids are highly addictive. With continued use, the
body  builds  tolerance,  requiring  higher  doses  to  achieve  the
same  effect.  When  prescriptions  run  out  or  become  too
expensive,  some  patients  turn  to  cheaper  and  more  potent
alternatives, such as heroin or illicit fentanyl. These individuals
did not set out to "take drugs" in the illicit sense. They were
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patients  seeking  relief  from  suffering.  Their  story  is  a  reminder
that the line between legal and illegal substance use is often
thinner than we imagine.

Cultural and Historical
Context of Substance Use
It  is  important to remember that substance use is not a new
phenomenon.  Every  culture  throughout  history  has  used
psychoactive substances for medicinal, spiritual, or recreational
purposes.  Alcohol,  coca  leaves,  cannabis,  peyote,  and  opium
have  been  part  of  human  society  for  millennia.  In  many
traditional  cultures,  substance  use  was  highly  ritualized  and
controlled, with strict rules about when and how it could be used.
In modern society, the context has shifted. The availability of
highly  potent  and  purified  substances,  combined  with  the
breakdown  of  traditional  social  structures,  has  created  an
environment where substance use is both more accessible and
more dangerous. Understanding the historical context helps us
see that the question "Why do people take drugs?" is not just
about  individual  pathology.  It  is  also  about  the  cultural  and
structural  conditions  that  shape  our  relationship  with  these
powerful substances.

When Use Becomes
Addiction: The Compulsive
Cycle
Finally,  it  is  essential  to  distinguish  between  casual  use,
problematic  use,  and  addiction.  Many  people  use  substances
without  ever  losing  control.  The  line  is  crossed  when  use
becomes compulsive, when the person continues to use despite
negative consequences, and when stopping causes withdrawal
symptoms. At this stage, the reasons for taking the drug change
fundamentally. The person is no longer taking it to feel good or to
escape. They are taking it to avoid feeling terrible.
Addiction  is  characterized  by  loss  of  control.  The  brain's
executive  function,  centered  in  the  prefrontal  cortex,  is
compromised. The person knows the drug is harming them, but
the drive to use has become stronger than the drive to stop. This
is  why  addiction  is  classified  as  a  chronic  brain  disease,  not  a
moral failure. The initial  reasons for using may be long gone,
buried under the weight of neurobiological changes. The question
"Why do people take drugs?" must be answered at every stage of
the  journey,  from  first  use  to  chronic  addiction,  because  the
answer  changes  at  each  step.

CONCLUSION: MOVING FROM JUDGMENT TO
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UNDERSTANDING

The question "Why do people take drugs?" does not have a single
answer because it is about human beings, and human beings are
complex.  The  reasons  range  from  the  biological  pursuit  of
pleasure, to the desperate escape from pain, to the social need
for belonging, to the economic pressure of survival. Some take
drugs  out  of  curiosity,  others  out  of  despair,  and still  others
because  they  were  prescribed  them  by  a  trusted  doctor.
Understanding  these  reasons  does  not  mean  condoning

substance  abuse.  It  means  approaching  the  issue  with  the
nuance and compassion it demands.
Effective  prevention  and  treatment  must  be  grounded  in  this
understanding. We cannot reduce overdose rates or break the
cycle  of  addiction without  acknowledging the pain,  the social
conditions, and the biological factors that drive people to use. By
replacing judgment with curiosity and stigma with science, we
open  the  door  to  real  solutions.  The  journey  toward  healing
begins not with a verdict, but with a simple, honest question:
What is driving this behavior, and how can we help?


