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Exploration: Lived Experience Spotlight

Aria’s Experience: Using Substances to Cope

Student Instructions: Throughout these lessons, you'll hear real stories from people
with lived and living experience. These spotlights are told in their own words, giving
you a genuine look into what substance use can be like and how it affects people’s
lives.

Read through Aria’s Experience: Using Substances to Cope, and answer the
discussion questions as a class. As you work, you may refer to the Stigma, Stress and
Protective and Risk Factors infographics as well as explore the relevant Substance
Snapshots.

“My first experience with substance use was when I was 10. I started experimenting with
alcohol first. I had been at my friend's house, where I was offered whiskey. I thought after
that night I wouldn’t do it again since my parents have a history with substances I don’t
like. But I yearned for the feeling of it, and from then on, it continued to build, leading me
down a very dark path of using other substances for several years.

What influenced my decision to use substances was my lack of health care, because I was
left undiagnosed for years, and I'd often self-medicate with substances to cope with my
mental health and home life.

What helps me feel safer when using substances is the precautions I take before I do so. I
make sure I'm with at least one person in case something happens, and that I'm always
carrying a naloxone kit with me that we both know how to use.

When I first started using, nothing changed, but as I used more and more, I started to
notice I was missing important things in my life. I never wanted to go to anything revolving
around my family or hobbies, and would skip out on a lot of things. I was nauseous and
depressed most of the time. I never had any energy, and after a while, instead of it helping
me cope with my mental health, it made it decline.

When my friends began to notice that my substance use was harming me, they spoke to
me, and I decided to seek help. From the recommendation of my friend, I discovered Hope
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Valley Youth Centre in Grand Falls-Windsor. I am scheduled to attend the two-week
withdrawal management program starting soon.

The people I feel the most comfortable asking concerns or questions to are 811, they are
always there no matter the time and have several resources and solutions available for
anyone.

What I wish people would understand more about substance use is that it doesn’t make
you a disgusting or a horrible person. It is not something that you should be ashamed of.
I've had people act like I was a completely different person once they found out about my
substance use and it isn’t a nice feeling. Most people who struggle with substance use are
going through something difficult, and it isn't fair to be treated badly for trying to find a
way to cope.

Substance use, unfortunately, was something that easily fit into my life. In some strange
way, I think that substances helped me when I didn’t feel I had any other options. For a
while, it made me feel normal. It helped me cope with everything that was happening in my
life, and I thought numbing everything was the solution. But in the long term, after
everything wore off, I realized I just felt worse and was suppressing everything I was
feeling, which wasn't healthy and made my mental health worse.”

Discussion Questions:

1. How might mental health challenges lead someone to use substances?

2. Why might using substances to cope with stress or difficult feelings work in
the short term but cause harm in the long term?
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3. How can using alcohol at a young age affect brain development?

4. Is self-medicating with substances a positive or negative thing? Why or why
not?

5. In this story, what risk factors may have increased Aria’s likelihood of using
substances?

6. What protective factors helped Aria eventually get help and make safer
choices?
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7. Aria mentioned taking precautions while using substances, like being with
someone and carrying naloxone. How can these strategies reduce harm?

8. How did supportive friends make a difference in Aria’s decision to seek help?

Copyright 2025 Cannabis Health Evaluation and Research Partnership. All Rights Reserved. November 2025.



	 
	Aria’s Experience: Using Substances to Cope 

