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While adults and teenagers alike simply accept at face value that young people will experiment, more education needs to take place in this area.  Without proper teaching, the slippery slope of experimentation can potentially slide into full-blown addictions.  Once the brain is hard-wired for addictive behaviors, they are very, very difficult to change.  Another way of looking at all of this is through this simple Buddhist koan.  A koan is a tool used in meditative prayer. “Every thought is the seed of an action.  Every action is the seed of a behavior.  Each behavior is the seed of a lifetime.  Each lifetime is the seed of destiny.”

The teenage brain is plastic.  This means that the adolescent brain is still shifting and changing. The neuron connections in the teenage brain are still forming.  Think of the teenage brain as an old vinyl record.  Every time the needle is placed on the record, the sound groove becomes deeper and deeper.  The teenage brain is the vinyl record; the needle is adolescent experimentation; the record after years of play is the fully developed adult brain; the grooves in the vinyl record are the adult neuron connections that are now permanent and hard-wired.
Since plasticity defines the teenage brain, young people must be extremely careful in how they experiment.  The more often the experience is repeated, the stronger the neuron connections in adulthood.  With our vinyl record comparison, the more the record is played, the deeper the grooves.  At about eighteen for women and twenty-three for men, the neurons in the brain are fully connected.  This means that the brain is now hard-wired for adult behaviors.  

Endorphins are the pleasure hormones produced in the brain.  They are the naturally produced opiates (Think: morphine). One of the most powerful endorphins is called dopamine.  We don’t call “weed” “dope” for nothing.  When you eat chocolate, or have sex, or do drugs, or gamble, or drink, your brain is flooded with endorphins and you feel good.  When you crave this feeling again and again, you are dealing with an addiction.  Since the teenage brain is not fully mature, the release of endorphins has a far greater long-range impact than the release of endorphins in the mature adult brain.
Without careful awareness, experimentation can easily become a pattern of behavior.  Behavior patterns then have the potential of becoming addictions.  Take for example teenage boys and internet pornography.  After years and years of internet pornography is the young man able to know the difference between sexual fantasy and sexual reality?  Or has the brain become hard-wired to look at women as sex objects and to expect any and all types of sexual behaviors?  The danger lies in the hard-wiring of the brain.  Over 67% of sixteen year old boys admit to watching internet pornography.  Today’s adolescent boys are continually flooded with sexual images.  The question that needs to be addressed is how is this going to impact the way our next generation of men looks at and treats women?  In other words, what is the constant barrage of sexual images doing to a brain that is not fully developed?
A second example concerns sex and drugs.  There are two components in any addiction.  First, the addict has a very poor self-concept. Second, because the addict has a poor self-image they often feel out of control.  It is the drug that gives them a sense of control.  What people crave most in life is predictability.  Addictions provide the addict with the two things they crave most. First, a sense of control and second, predictability; you can predict how you are going to feel.
The addiction cycle is one of the potential dangers of people with poor self concepts.  This is why experimentation during the teenage years is so dangerous because one of the major characteristics of adolescence is lack of confidence.  The addiction cycle has five critical steps. Take a teenage girl with body image issues, for example.  Step One: the girl feels insecure and unloved.  Step Two: the girl goes out and drinks with her friends. Step Three: under the influence, the girl feels better and feels more confident.  Because she feels more confident and less inhibited she hooks up with a guy and has sex.  The sex momentarily makes her feel loved.  Step Four: waking up the next morning the girl feels worse than the day before; she physically feels horrible because she’s so hung over and emotionally she feels cheap and used.  Step Five: return to Step One.
In the above example the “drugs of choice” are sex and alcohol.  In the addiction cycle, however, any drug, whether it is drugs, alcohol, food, gambling, sex or first-person shooter games, accomplishes the same thing.  The brain is flooded with endorphins and the individual temporally feels better about themselves.   Under the influence, they feel more confident and more in control.  When they are “high,” “trashed,” or at the peak of an earth shattering sexual orgasm, their self-concept briefly gets better.  But here’s the catch.  What happens if this cycle is repeated over and over again during the teenage years?  What happens to the teenage brain when the pattern is repeated many times?  Since the adolescent brain is not yet hard-wired, each experience with the drug further deepens the imprinting on the brain.  What began as experimentation slowly becomes a pattern of behavior and what becomes a pattern of behavior grows easily into a dependency.
In The Last Samurai (2003), Captain Nathan Algren (Tom Cruise) is a full-blown addict.  His drug of choice obviously is alcohol.  His therapist in the film is Kasūmōtō (Ken Watanabe.)  The film is not just about samurai Japan; the film is also about transformation and healing.  At the beginning of the film Algren drinks to forget because of his horrible self-concept.  He drinks to forget the Indian massacres; he drinks because of self-hatred; he drinks out of self-pity.  The alcohol gives Algren a momentary boost in confidence.  Yet, by living in the samurai village and by working with Kasūmōtō, Algren slowly begins to heal.  Over time he gains confidence and he gains belief.  Algren will always be an alcoholic.  But what Kasūmōtō has given him are the coping skills necessary for life: prayer and meditation, lots of physical activity and love.  With careful therapy and instruction, the addiction cycle can be transformed into a cycle of healthy habits.
Be very careful what you try.  Understand what you are doing to your body.  
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