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without drugs, 
alcohol and tobacco

learning More   

 If you’d like to learn more about how to handle stress without turning 
to drugs, tobacco or alcohol, check out a few of these websites:

	 •	 The	Centers	for	Disease	Control	and	Prevention:	
  http://www.cdc.gov/Features/HandlingStress/ 

	 •	 KidsHealth:		
  http://kidshealth.org/parent/emotions/feelings/kids_stress.html 

	 •	 GirlsHealth:		http://www.girlshealth.gov/feelings/ 

test Yourself!   
See what you know about stress and drugs, alcohol and tobacco by 
answering the questions below:
	 1.	 Your	body’s	response	to	stress	is	also	known	as	the	“fight	or	flight	

response.”  .
	 	 a.	True	 b.	False
	 2.	 Positive	life	changes	–	such	as	planning	a	wedding	or	getting	

ready	for	college	–	can	cause	“good	stress.”		
	 	 a.	True	 b.	False
	 3.	 Prescription	drugs	are	safe	to	take	–	even	if	they	don’t	belong	to	you.
	 	 a.	True	 b.	False
	 4.	 Smoking	a	cigarette	is	a	great	way	to	relieve	stress.	
	 	 a.	True	 b.	False
 5. A “runner’s high” occurs during exercise, when your brain releases 

chemicals called endorphins.
	 	 a.	True	 b.	False
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what about tobacco ?                                                                                             
Some people think that smoking or chewing tobacco can re-
lieve	stress.		Tobacco	products	contain	a	drug	called	nicotine	–	
and when you smoke a cigarette or take a dip of snuff, nicotine 
travels	through	your	bloodstream	and	causes	your	brain	to	
release dopamine, a chemical that your brain naturally pro-
duces	when	you’re	doing	something	fun.		People	get	hooked	on	
tobacco because they want to keep that feeling going.

When you use tobacco, though, you’re just tricking your brain 
into feeling happy.  You’re not dealing with the causes of your 
stress, and you’re actually doing serious harm to your body.  
Smokers	and	tobacco	users	are	at	a	greater	risk	for	develop-
ing	several	types	of	cancer,	and	they	are	more	likely	to	suffer	
from strokes or heart disease.  In addition, people who smoke 
cigarettes	are	at	risk	for	developing	respiratory	problems	such	
as emphysema.    

a natural high
Exercise and Stress Relief

One of the best ways to beat stress is to 
exercise.  When you exercise, your brain 
releases	endorphins	–	chemicals	that	give	
you a natural high.  Unlike the kind of high 
you get from drugs and alcohol, this high is 
legal and good for you.

safe and healthY stress 
busters
Looking	for	a	few	ways	to	unwind	–	that	don’t	involve	drugs	or	
alcohol?		The	next	time	you	feel	stressed	out,	try	one	of	these	
instead:

	 •	Play	a	video	game	 •	Meditate	 •	Go	for	a	walk

	 •	Talk	to	a	friend	about	your	problems

	 •	Do	something	creative	–	paint,	draw,	play	music	or	write

	 •	Relax	–	take	a	hot	bath	or	watch	a	favorite	TV	show

stopping stress before it starts
Here	are	a	few	ways	you	can	reduce	your	risk	of	getting	stressed	out:

	 •	Don’t	over	schedule		 •	Eat	right.			 •	 Be	positive.		



the causes of “bad stress ”
What happens, though, when that tension and anxiety doesn’t go 
away?  Unlike the good stress that kicks in when you need an extra 
burst	of	adrenaline,	“bad	stress”	–	or	stress	that	lingers	for	days,	
weeks	or	even	months	–	isn’t	helpful.		In	fact,	bad	stress	can	lead	
to	a	variety	of	physical	and	mental	health	problems,	including:
	 •	Anxiety	attacks	 •	Insomnia	
	 •	Fatigue	 •	Weakened	immune	system
	 •	Depression		 •	Stomach	problems
	 •	Headaches	and	muscle	pain

As	we’ve	already	discussed,	good	stress	is	usually	caused	by	short-
term	stressors,	such	as	a	first	date	or	a	job	interview.		Bad	stress,	
on the other hand, is brought on by long-term sources of stress, 
such as:
	 •	Problems	at	school	or	work	 •	Health	problems
	 •	Relationship	problems	 •	Moving	to	a	new	place
	 •	Problems	with	bullying	or	peer	pressure
	 •	An	overloaded	school,	work	or	activity	schedule	
This	is	just	a	partial	list	of	things	that	can	cause	bad	stress.		The	
bottom	line	is,	everyone	feels	stress	–	good	and	bad	–	at	some	
point.  

no Quick fixes
Why Drugs, Alcohol and Tobacco Can’t Really Relieve 
Stress
Drinking	a	few	beers	or	smoking	a	joint	might	seem	like	an	easy	
way to beat stress, but the truth is that when you get drunk or high, 
you’re not facing the causes of stress in your life.  You’re just getting 
too	wasted	to	care	–	and	when	you	sober	up,	everything	that	was	
stressing you out before will still be there.  

In addition, drug and alcohol abuse can actually lead to entirely new 
problems, such as:
	 •	 Trouble	at	work	or	school		 •	Relationship	problems
	 •	Overdose	or	alcohol	poisoning		 •	Addiction
	 •	 Legal	problems	related	to	underage	drinking,	drunk	driving												

or illegal drugs 
	 •	Greater	risk	of	engaging	in	dangerous	behavior

People	who	abuse	drugs	and	alcohol	are	also	putting	themselves	at	
risk for all sorts of long-term health issues.  Alcohol abuse can cause 
liver	disease,	brain	damage,	heart	problems	and	an	increased	risk	for	
cancer and stroke.  Same goes for most types of drug abuse.  

how do You deal with stress ? 
“What a lousy day – I can’t wait to go home and have a
  beer.”

“I’m so stressed out.  That’s why I get high.”

“It’s one of those days . . . I really need a cigarette
  right now.”

Do any of these sound familiar?  

People often think that having a few drinks or using illegal drugs 
will help them beat stress – but the truth is, drugs and alcohol 
often have the exact opposite effect.  In most cases, people who 
abuse drugs and alcohol end up with more problems.  

Everyone gets a little stressed out sometimes, but there are lots of 
safe ways to deal with it besides using drugs and alcohol. 

not so bad
“Good Stress”

If	you’ve	ever	felt	nervous	or	anxious	before	a	big	test,	a	job	
interview	or	a	date,	you	know	what	it’s	like	to	be	stressed	out:		
Your heartbeat and breathing speeds up.  You may start to 
sweat.  You feel jittery and alert. 

Events	like	planning	a	wedding	or	preparing	for	college	can	be	
very	stressful.		This	biological	response	to	stress	is	also	known	
as	the	“fight-or-flight	response.”		When	you’re	in	a	stressful	
situation,	your	nervous	system	kicks	into	overdrive.		Your	brain	
releases chemicals called cortisol and adrenaline, and these 
chemicals	travel	through	your	bloodstream,	giving	you	the	extra	
energy you need to react quickly and appropriately in a chal-
lenging	–	or	even	dangerous	–	situation.		

The	fight-or-flight	response	is	an	example	of	“good	stress”	–	it’s	
the kind of stress that keeps you alert and focused on what 
you’re doing.  Normally, good stress subsides after the stressful 
event	is	over.	

under pressure                                                                                             
Jasmine’s Story 
Everyone knew that Jasmine was destined to do great things.  She 
was one semester away from earning a bachelor’s degree in biol-
ogy, and she had just been accepted to medical school.  In addition 
to keeping up with loads of schoolwork, Jasmine worked at a local 
coffee shop to pay for tuition, and she volunteered two nights a 
week at the local hospital.  

What most of 
Jasmine’s friends 
didn’t know, 
though, was that 
even though 
Jasmine seemed 
like she could do 
it all, she was 
barely keeping it 
together – she had 
trouble sleeping, 
and she almost never 
had a chance to just 
kick back and relax.  She was stressed out. 

A few months into the spring semester, Jasmine started drinking. 
At first, it was just a few drinks at parties – but soon, Jasmine was 
drinking every night.  She started experimenting with drugs, too.  
Her grades started to drop.  When she stopped showing up for work, 
she got fired from her job at the coffee shop.

One night, after hitting a few bars, Jasmine was pulled over for 
driving erratically.  She failed a field sobriety test and was arrested 
for drunk driving.  

Jasmine might not be going to medical school next year.  She’ll 
have to re-take a few of the classes she failed and her GPA is 
ruined.  She dreamed of doing great things one day, but now she’s 
not sure if her dreams will ever come true.

not what the doctor ordered                                                                                               
Prescription Drug Abuse 
It’s a common misconception that prescription medications are 
safe for anyone to take – regardless of whose name is on 
the label.  But it’s never a good idea to take someone 
else’s prescription drugs.  In fact, using prescriptions 
that don’t belong to you (or even taking extra doses 
of your own prescriptions) is another form of drug 
abuse.  You never know how a drug will interact with 
your body, and some drugs can have serious or 
even fatal effects when combined with alcohol 
or other drugs.  


