
SIGNS & 
SYMPTOMS

How to  
Spot the Early 

Warning Signs.

Physical Signs
•   Loss or increase in appetite; unexplained 

weight loss or gain
•   Small pupils, decreased respiratory rate and 

a non-responsive state are all signs of opioid 
intoxication.

•   Nausea, vomiting, sweating, shaky hands, 
feet or head, and large pupils are all signs of 
opioid withdrawal.

Behavioral Signs
•   Change in attitude/personality
•   Change in friends; new hangouts
•   Avoiding contact with family
•   Change in activities, hobbies or sports
•   Drop in grades or work performance
•   Isolation and secretive behavior
•   Moodiness, irritability, nervousness, 

giddiness, nodding off
•   Wearing long-sleeved shirts or layers of 

clothing out of season
•   Stealing 

Advanced Warning Signs
•   Missing medications
•   Burnt or missing spoons bottle caps
•   Missing shoelaces/belts
•   Small bags with powder residue
•   Syringes
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Help Save a Life.

Operation Survival was founded in 1988 in the 
hopes of stemming the inevitable tide of drugs and 
alcohol seeping into the community.

Operation Survival provides evidence-based 
programming in the local yeshivas and public 
schools, art programs, rap groups, positive 
alternatives, and crisis assistance to thousands of 
students each year.

The program also networks with other agencies to 
disseminate information to educators, clergy, social 
service and medical professionals, and community 
agencies.

Operation Survival is the first program to combat 
alcoholism and substance abuse in both the Jewish 
and African-American communities of Crown 
Heights, and has been credited with bringing the 
racially diverse community together in common 
cause.

Dr. Miriam Gross, PsyD, MFT specializes in anxiety/
OCD, depression, addiction, trauma, adoption and 
relationship issues and has 15 years experience in 
related issues"

OPERATION SURVIVAL 
OperationSurvival.org 

718.735.0200 
824 Eastern Parkway, Brooklyn NY,  11213

This pamphlet is not a substitute for medical 
care.  If you have any questions or concerns, 
please talk with a healthcare professional.



Having a conversation with a teenager can be difficult, 
but this is not unusual and should be expected. Mood 
swings and emotional outbursts are common in 
teenagers as well.  

Parents often wonder how they 
can know if their teenager is 
using drugs when his or her 
behavior is so erratic under normal 
circumstances.

Parents should look for sudden changes in a teenager’s 
appearance, hairstyle and friendships, especially if 
the new friends are very different from the teenager’s 
previous peers. Pay attention to the pictures teenagers 
hang on their walls because they could indicate a 
connection with drug use. They will not be putting up 
pictures of drug paraphernalia, of course, but rather 

they will have pictures of people they look up to who are 
associated with the drug community or with using drugs. 
The appearance of drug paraphernalia, such as rolling 
papers, is something else parents should look out for at 
home.

Another indicator to watch for is 
a decline in school performance. 
Even if a child has never excelled 
in school, sudden changes 
beyond typical poor performance, 
especially in several classes at once, 
is a warning sign adults should 
investigate. 

Sometimes, the warning signs can be one of two extremes. 
If money begins to disappear or if the teenager suddenly 
has a lot of money, then parents need to pay close 
attention. Money disappearing frequently could indicate 
drugs are being bought regularly, and the appearance 
of a lot of money could mean they are dealing drugs. 
Sudden weight loss or sudden weight gain can also 
indicate drug use but are the result of different types of 
drugs. It might seem overwhelming that two completely 
opposite symptoms can both indicate the same problem, 
and that is why looking at the overall picture is important. 
Pay attention to what is new and different, especially if 
an explanation is not readily apparent.

Changes in personal hygiene should also be 
noted. If a teenager suddenly begins using a lot 
of body deodorants or sprays, especially right 
before they come home, this could indicate they 
are trying to mask the smell of drugs, alcohol or 
smoke. An increase in the use of eye drops can 
occur because some drugs dry out the eyes or 
cause redness. 

While the signs discussed here are apparent, 
they provide a good starting place for parents 
concerned about their child’s potential use of 
drugs.

Based on interviews with Dr. Miriam Gross. for Prevention 101 series.

IT is important to consider all the different signs versus confronting a teenager about one thing. When 
teenagers are confronted about the appearance of drug paraphernalia, for example, the most common 

answer is, “They belong to my friend. His parents are going to throw him out of the house if they find it, so 
I’m keeping it for him.” They are not going to be straightforward and honest. To learn the truth, parents must 
consider all the different signs they see and evaluate the entire picture.

T he teenage years 
are delicate years. 

Typically, teenagers move 
away from listening to 
their parents or seeing 
their parents as the 
ultimate authority.  
Beyond that, they view 
their parents as people 
who do not understand 
them or what they are 
going through, so  
they look to their  
peers for  
validation.


