
Email: admin@suicideriskassessment.com.au | www.suicideriskassessment.com.au 

FACT SHEET: Identifying
problematic substance use

Problematic substance use can occur across populations and to
people of any age, gender or ethnicity. 

It is important to understand the context of a person’s use (and
problematic use); misunderstanding can contribute to
stigmatising and discriminatory attitudes and behaviours. For
example:

Some groups may start using substances as they form and
adapt to new identities, such as young people and
LGBTIQA+ people. 
Others may use substances to cope with mental health
problems and traumatic experiences.
Those with pain conditions, using prescribed medications
beyond therapeutic recommendations.

People can become reliant on substances, forming a
physiological and/or behavioural dependency. These are often
called ‘addictions’ though harms can extend beyond a person’s
dependency and include situations where a person is also
‘binging’ on a substance.

Consuming alcohol and other substances are often part of a
person’s culture and are related to what is considered acceptable
within their family or peer group. Drinking alcohol is often a
cultural activity, and many people drink as they socialize, enjoy a
meal, celebrate and commiserate. Many people also use drugs and
other substances in their private life and do not consider this to be
problematic. Problematic substance use can emerge for many
reasons for different people. These substances may be alcohol,
illegal drugs, prescription drugs or other substances like petrol or
glue. People use substances for many reasons, including relaxing,
having fun, escaping from emotional or physical pain, or getting
away from facing challenges or issues in their lives. The misuse of
substances can have health, social and economic impacts.

Some substances are more addictive than others. Substance
dependencies can cause physical, social, medical and
psychological problems. One indication that a person is
substance dependent is showing signs of cravings, urges, and
withdrawals when they stop use. They may also spend a lot of
time sourcing the substance, planning/thinking about their next
use or recovering.

People who are using prescription drugs may appear sedated,
very relaxed, sleepy, or euphoric. Without access to
prescription drugs, they may become anxious, angry, weepy or
fearful. 

Other signs related to problematic substance use that you may
notice are that the person is withdrawing from activities that
used to provide satisfaction, aggression or violence towards
others, depression, anxiety, paranoia or psychosis. They may
talk about their desire to use substances or describe how they
are having trouble reducing or ceasing substance use.

When a friend, family member or colleague is using substances
in a problematic way, it can be hard to know how to help.
Substance dependence is a medical condition and is best
treated by professionals.

If someone discloses to you that their substance use has
caused them difficulties, be supportive, compassionate and
understanding, while encouraging them to seek professional
help. Some substances can be life threatening in withdrawal, so
medical assistance is essential when planning cessation. 

Please see Your Room for more specific alcohol and other drugs
information.

There are many options for how to support someone that is using
substances in a problematic way, and who may also experience
self-harm and suicidality. See SRAAs other Fact Sheets or call
Lifeline (13 11 14) for more information.

https://yourroom.health.nsw.gov.au/Pages/home.aspx

