CHAPTER 3
Alcohol and Other Drugs: Use, Abuse, and Dependence
Summary
Alcohol and drug use involves many different dimensions such as frequency and quantity of use (dose). First, however, before we can measure use of any substance, we must have a unit of measure for that drug. For legal substances, there are fairly uniform standards, but such is not the case for most illegal drugs. Thus, the amount of alcohol in a bottle of beer or a glass of wine can be readily estimated, but the degree of purity of illegal drugs is not standardized.
Three aspects need to be distinguished. Use simply refers to the taking of a substance, irrespective of the level of use. It assesses drug taking, without consideration of the effects of drugs. When problems arise from any type or level of use, abuse is involved. Finally, dependence involves impaired control over use, irrespective of the actual quantity or frequency of use or level of harm.

The second part of this chapter focused on the evolution of the criteria used by clinicians and researchers to assess and distinguish among use, abuse, and dependence. In the mind of the public, the disease conception is the best known due to its widespread dissemination through Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), an influential self-help recovery program that will be discussed in detail in Chapter 13. Although it originated with alcohol problems, the disease formulation has been extended to many other drugs, as well as to addictions that do not involve pharmacological substances. The disease conception involves a specific sequence of symptoms that occur over the course of the development of alcoholism or dependence on any other substance. It provides a theoretical account of the origins of the disease in terms of physical factors although it also posits that there are “spiritual” aspects. Ultimately, AA’s definition requires that alcoholic individuals admit their powerlessness over alcohol before the road to recovery can begin.

In contrast, the alcohol dependence syndrome and succeeding versions of the DSM and

ICD use physical and behavioral criteria but do not concur among themselves about the nature of abuse and dependence. These formulations will continue to undergo refinement

As more research evidence becomes available. It is important to note that these taxonomies are only descriptions of the symptoms. As important as description is, it should not be confused with theoretical or explanatory accounts of the underlying processes, causes, and effects of drug dependence.

