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The Adolescent brain – a work in progress
Giedd et al, 1999, Nature Neuroscience,     2, 861-863

Red indicates more gray matter, blue less gray matter. Gray matter wanes in a 

back-to-front wave as the brain matures and neural connections are pruned. Areas 

performing more basic functions mature earlier; areas for higher order functions 

mature later. The prefrontal cortex, which handles reasoning and other "executive" 

functions, emerged late in evolution and is among the last to mature. 

http://www.nimh.nih.gov/press/prbrainmaturing.cfm



ESPAD 2007-2011

• 35% had opportunity 
to use weed

• 4% smoke weed by 
age 13yo, rising to 
18% by 16th birthday.

• Rates of cannabis 
use are similar
– In all SE Groups
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Among users, about 1/3 use once/week or less, 1/3 use twice/week & 

1/3 Use more than twice/week
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Correlation 

= -0.96

P<0.001



0

20

40

60

80

100

%

08 09 10 11

Role of Cannabis in YoDA clients 2008-2011

secondary drug

Main Drug



ASSIST SCORES

32-393734Benzos

17-312624Alcohol

24-363129Cannabis

IQRMedianMean

ASSIST = Alcohol, Smoking and Substance Involvement Screening Test (WHO)







ADHD & Substance use

• SUD (22%) common in ADHD teens

• Treated ADHD in childhood 

reduces risk of later 

development of SUD

Kollins SH (2008) ADHD, Substance use disorders, and psychostimulant 

treatment. J Attent Disorders, 12; 115-125



Volkow et al (1992) Synapse, 11, 184-190.

Delayed recovery after abstinence





Zeigler DW et al (2004) 

"Underage alcohol is associated with brain 
damage and neurocognitive deficits, with 
implication for learning and intellectual 
development" 

Casey & Jones (2010)

“Many studies have reported altered brain structure 
and function in alcohol dependent or abusing 
adolescents…… smaller frontal & hippocampal 
volumes……suggesting that early adolescence 
may be a period of heightened risk to alcohol’s 
neurotoxic effects”



Doctor, I’m terribly paranoid……



Cannabis & Schizophrenia

• Cannabis use in adolescence leads to a 2-3 fold 
increase risk of Schizophrenia (Sz) in adulthood

• Population attributable fraction is about 8%

• Cannabis use neither necessary (up to 90% with 
Sz in rural populations have not used) nor 
sufficient, ( majority who use don’t develop Sz)

• Early onset of cannabis use increases risk

• Greater use appears assoc increased risk

• Interventions should seek to delay onset and 
reduce frequency of hash use

Arseneault et al (2004), BJPsych, 184, 110-117







Frida Kahlo 1907-1954

“I tried to drown my 

sorrows, but the 

bastards learned how 

to swim”





Teens, Alcohol and 

Depression



Teens, Alcohol and Anxiety



Young Adults, Alcohol and 

Depression



Learning which shoulder to cry on…..



DSH

“Alcohol was significantly more often involved in male episodes 

of self-harm than female episodes (42% and 36%, respectively).”



Increase in per capita alcohol 

consumption and Suicide in Ireland 

1970 to 2000 
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• In NorthEast

– 58% of young people who died by suicide 
were very drunk (i.e. BAC >160mg%) 

– Bedford et al (2006). Blood alcohol levels in persons who died from 
accidents and suicide. Irish Medical Journal, 99(3), 80-82. 

• In South

– 40% of all deaths by hanging revealed alcohol 
use, with mean BAC=200mg%

– Bellis M, Bolster MA & Doyle CT. (2009) The Role of Alcohol in Deaths 
Presenting to the Coroner’s Service in Cork City & County. Irish Medical 
Journal, 102, 13-15.









Prevention



Age of onset cannabis use
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Rates of cannabis use – Ireland & Portugal 

1995 to 2011ESPAD survey results

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

20

1995 1999 2003 2007 2011

Port - last Month

Ire-last month

%





• Increase cost

• Reduce availability

• Curtail promotion



Adolescents and Substance Use: The handbook 

for professionals working with young people

http://www.radcliffehealth.com/shop/adolescents-and-
substance-use-handbook-professionals-working-
young-people

“This highly practical manual presents an 

ideal introduction to adolescent 

substance use. It offers invaluable 

guidance for all professionals involved 

with adolescents including social 

workers, health and social care 

professionals, family support workers, 

teachers, counsellors, mental health 

teams, A&E staff, police and probation 

officers. The approach these 

practitioners take in dealing with the 

problem has considerable influence over 

outcomes”



Conclusions

• Alcohol is a major contributor to mental health 

problems in Ireland

• The number of teenage lives being seriously 

damaged by cannabis has greatly increased in 

past 5 years

• Parents are part of the collateral damage

• There are steps we can take to reduce alcohol 

problems

• Cannabis legalisation is not part of the solution


