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Who Becomes Addicted?
There is no one answer as to who becomes addicted and why (Volkow & Li, 2005). One factor 
is related to timing of first use. With alcohol, those who began using alcohol before the age of 15 
in the United States are 4 times more likely to become addicted in their lifetime in comparison 
with those who begin at age 20 or older. Current research suggests that drugs affect adolescents 
in a different manner than they do adults. Further, it has been shown that the attitudes of society 
at the time a person grew up will later influence the individual’s drug use (Keyes et al., 2012). It 
has been suggested that since European youth are introduced to alcohol use, such as wine with 
meals, earlier than American youth, they have fewer problems with alcohol. However, data from 
the U.S. Department of Justice suggests this is not the case (Friese & Grube, n.d.). While 15- and 
16-year-olds in Europe do report drinking more than American adolescents, as shown in 
Figure 12.5. European youth in general do not report less intoxication in the past month than 
American adolescents.

As discussed in Chapter 5, adolescence is clearly a time that the brain is reestablishing 
connections and networks and is sensitive to environmental and internal changes. Related 
to these brain changes is the development of better impulse control, social understanding,  
self-awareness, and other executive functioning in the frontal lobes. As you will see, drugs 
have a direct influence on the frontal lobes in individuals of all ages. Adolescents are par-
ticularly at risk for drug use to influence both short-term and long-term brain development 
(Blakemore, 2013).

Genetic, Environmental, and Evolutionary Influences
An important factor for understanding addiction is genetics. Research has shown that 40% to 
60% of vulnerability to addiction can be attributed to genetic factors. These genetic factors and 
their relationship with the environment can be seen in the manner in which different drugs show 
different levels of reinforcing factors and 
influence metabolism. That is, some 
drugs are more addictive than others. 
Also, individuals show different sensitiv-
ities to particular drugs, and thus some 
people can become addicted to certain 
drugs more quickly than to other drugs 
as well as more quickly than other indi-
viduals can become addicted to a par-
ticular drug (Volkow, Wang, Fowler, & 
Tomasi, 2012). Research studies to iden-
tify specific genes such as those associ-
ated with cannabis dependence are just 
beginning (Sherva et al., 2016).

Environmental factors such as stress 
and low socioeconomic level are associ-
ated with greater drug use, which can 
lead to addiction. With adolescents, peer 
pressure can play an important role in 
deciding whether or not to try new types 
of drugs. Adolescence is also a time 
when individuals take risks and try new 
things. The environments in which both 
adults and adolescents live play a cru-
cial role. This is compounded, research 

FIGURE 12.5 Countries in Which Adolescents  
Report the Most Intoxication
This figure shows the percentage of 15- to 16-year-olds reporting  
intoxication in the past 30 days, based on 2007 data.

Source: Friese & Grube (n.d.).
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