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Substance Abuse,  
Dependence, and Addiction
Using psychoactive substances is part of our culture, our 
social life, and our evolutionary history. It is our evolution-
ary history, in fact, that probably makes us vulnerable to the 
desire for many psychoactive substances. More broadly, 
there are many motivations behind our desire to use drugs 
and alcohol. Some of these motivations can be based on lik-
ing the experience associated with their use. In these cases, 
we make a choice of when and where to have the experience. 
In other instances, individuals experience a stronger motiva-
tion, which results in a wanting and seeking of the drug. In 
comparison with liking a substance, the wanting and seeking 
behavior uses a different pathway in the brain, which is related 
to addiction. Many researchers make a distinction between 
drug use, drug abuse such as binge drinking, and addiction. In 
this section of the chapter, I will focus on the addictive proper-
ties of the drug and the manner in which this is processed by 
our bodies as well as experienced in emotional and cognitive 
terms.

Addiction is also described in terms of substance depen-
dence. There are three major components to dependence:  
(1) the desire to seek and take a certain substance, (2) the 
inability to avoid or limit the intake of the substance, and (3) 
the experience of negative emotional states when the sub-
stance is not available. The U.S. government agency SAMHSA 
estimates that some 21.5 million individuals in 2014 could be 
considered substance dependent or abusing a psychoactive 
substance.

FIGURE 12.3 What Percentage of People in the United States Used Illicit Drugs in the Past Month?
An estimated 10.2% of those over age 12 in the United States used illicit drugs during the past month. This figure shows 2014 data. 
“Illicit” here is defined in terms of federal law.

Source: Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality. (2015). Behavioral health trends in the United States: Results from the 2014 National 
Survey on Drug Use and Health (HHS Publication No. SMA 15–4927, NSDUH Series H-50). Retrieved from http://www.samhsa.gov/ data/
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FIGURE 12.4 Recent Patterns in the Use of Illicit Drugs
The use of cocaine, amphetamines, and “ecstasy” has 
decreased worldwide, whereas opioid (e.g., heroin, pain 
medication, morphine, codeine) and cannabis use has 
increased. This figure shows global trends in the prevalence 
of the use of various drugs, 2009–2013. The figures are 
based on changes from 2009 for each drug. This particular 
graph distinguishes between naturally occurring opium drugs 
(opiates) and synthetic opium drugs (opioids). This distinction 
is not commonly used.

Source: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, World Drug 
Report 2015 (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.15.XI.6). 
Reprinted with the permission of the United Nations.
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