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Counselors and school counselors are increasingly concerned about the growing use of technology and how excessive usage may contribute to mood disorders and behavioral addictions, especially among youth. Research highlights that youth are particularly vulnerable, as they frequently use technology as a means of connection and socialization. Given this, researchers aimed to better understand the motivations behind youths’ technology use and the ways it affects their daily functioning. To guide this inquiry, the researchers first identified a theoretical framework to support the qualitative study.

Exploring the experiences of youth who use technology can assist counselors in developing appropriate interventions to support those negatively affected by excessive use. The purpose of this study was to examine youths’ motivations for using technology and how this use might impact their daily functioning. The research question guiding the study was: What are youths’ motivations for using technology, and how does it impact their daily functioning?

This study employed a Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR) design, in which multiple researchers analyzed interview transcripts, identified themes, and reached consensus to ensure reliability. The researchers used a convenience sample of ten participants who responded to an initial screening survey and indicated that they excessively used technology in some way. After obtaining parental consent, participants were interviewed regarding their technology use and how it affected their daily functioning. The interview transcripts were rigorously coded and analyzed to develop core ideas. The research team reached a consensus 
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on the identified themes, patterns, and relationships. The findings were then linked back to the original research question.

Two major themes emerged from the interviews: peer connection and social expectation. In the first theme, participants described using technology to maintain social connections. Billy stated, “I play video games with my friends each day when I get the chance.” Melissa explained, “I’m in school all day long, and when I get home, I want to be able to talk to my friends.” Mark added, “Most nights I stay up late so I can group chat with friends.” These quotes highlight how technology serves as a primary tool for youth to engage with their peers outside of school hours.

The second theme revealed the pressure youth feel to remain constantly connected due to digital expectations. Ruth shared, “Even when I’m with my family, I can’t help but look at my phone.” Jeff explained, “My friends always want me to text them or be online even when it is a school night.” Krista said, “I have over a thousand followers on Instagram, so I have to post every day.” These responses emphasize the social demand youth experience, showing that technology use is not always voluntary, but often driven by peer pressure and fear of social disconnection.

These themes directly address the research question by illustrating both the motivations behind youth technology use and the resulting impact on their daily functioning. The theme of peer connection shows that youth are primarily motivated to use technology to stay in contact with friends after school, which serves an important social purpose. Meanwhile, the theme of social expectation highlights that technology use is often driven by pressure to remain constantly available, even during family time. This ongoing connectivity 
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can interfere with routines and well-being. Together, these findings reveal that youth technology use is shaped by both emotional needs and external social demands.

The results of this study provide meaningful insights for counselors working with adolescents. Recognizing that youth technology use is influenced by a need for peer connection and social expectations can help counselors guide clients in developing healthier digital habits. These findings can inform school- and community-based interventions that promote emotional regulation, digital balance, and responsible media engagement. Furthermore, counselors might consider implementing regular assessments for technology-related stress, anxiety, or behavioral disruption to better support adolescents in managing their well-being in today’s tech-centric world.
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Abstract

This qualitative study explores how individuals who have experienced trauma perceive its influence on the development of substance use disorders (SUDs). While the connection between traumatic experiences and substance misuse is well-documented, less is known about how individuals interpret these events and how different types of traumas may contribute to the onset and progression of substance use. Using a phenomenological approach, this research captures participants lived experiences through in-depth interviews, emphasizing emotional, psychological, and cultural insights that shape recovery journeys. The study also examines how stigma and limited access to mental health resources impact treatment-seeking behaviors. Findings aim to inform more personalized, culturally competent approaches to prevention, intervention, and long-term recovery.
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How Does Experiencing Trauma Influence the Development of Substance Use Disorders in Individuals?

Literature Review

Experiencing trauma has long been linked to an elevated risk of developing substance use disorders (SUDs). Khoury et al. (2010) found that trauma, particularly during childhood, can disrupt healthy emotional development and foster maladaptive coping strategies such as substance use. Similarly, Felitti et al. (1998) emphasized that individuals who have experienced adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are significantly more prone to engage in substance misuse, often using substances as a method of self-medication.

Dube et al. (2003) revealed that the likelihood of initiating substance uses increases in direct proportion to the number of ACEs an individual reports. Early-life traumas such as emotional, physical, or sexual abuse, neglect, or exposure to household dysfunction are known to trigger long-term psychological and neurobiological vulnerabilities. These vulnerabilities often manifest as emotional pain, anxiety, and intrusive memories, prompting many survivors to use substances as a coping mechanism (Najavits et al., 2004).

Although the relationship between trauma and addiction has been widely documented in quantitative research, there remains a significant gap in qualitative investigations exploring how individuals make personal meaning of their experiences. Existing literature tends to focus on statistical trends, which, while informative, may overlook the nuanced emotional and cultural dimensions that influence substance use behaviors. This limitation challenges clinicians’ ability to fully implement trauma-informed care that addresses individual narratives, cultural background, and emotional insight.

Problem Statement

While the correlation between trauma and substance use disorders is well-established, there is a lack of qualitative research exploring how individuals perceive and make meaning of their trauma in the context of substance use.

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this proposed study is to explore the lived experiences of individuals who have encountered trauma and developed SUDs. By employing a phenomenological approach, the study aims to gather personal narratives that shed light on emotional, psychological, and cultural factors underlying substance use. In doing so, the research looks to enhance trauma-informed counseling practices through deeper insight into clients lived realities.

This study holds considerable importance within the counseling profession. As noted by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA, 2014), trauma-informed care must go beyond symptom management to include the narrative and emotional contexts of each client’s journey. Understanding these dimensions will allow counselors to reduce stigma, improve therapeutic outcomes, and tailor interventions that are both compassionate and culturally responsive.

Method

Research Question

How does experiencing trauma influence the development of substance use disorders in individuals?

Importance of the Research Question

This question is vital to the counseling field because understanding the personal impact of trauma on substance use can help counselors develop more empathetic, individualized treatment plans. It also highlights the need for trauma-informed care practices that address emotional pain and not just behavioral symptoms.

Research Design

This study will employ a qualitative, phenomenological design to explore participants lived experiences with trauma and substance use. This design is ideal for capturing deep emotional insight, individual interpretation, and cultural nuances that are often missed in quantitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Strategy of Inquiry and Trustworthiness

Using semi-structured interviews, the study will gather detailed personal narratives from 12–15 adult participants with a history of trauma and substance use. To enhance trustworthiness, member checking will be used. Participants will be invited to review their interview transcripts and summaries to ensure accuracy and authenticity of their shared experiences.

Contribution to Counseling

By centering the voices of individuals who have lived through trauma and substance use, this research will contribute to the field of counseling by offering a richer understanding of the personal dimensions of addiction. The findings may inform training for counselors, contribute to culturally competent frameworks, and influence how treatment programs are designed to accommodate emotional and psychological needs.

Ethical Considerations

This study will prioritize ethical integrity by obtaining informed consent from all participants, ensuring their confidentiality, and minimizing the risk of psychological distress. Given the sensitive nature of trauma and substance use, participants will have the right to withdraw at any time, and referrals for counseling support will be provided if needed. The study will adhere to the ethical guidelines outlined by the American Counseling Association (2014).

Integration

The proposed study aligns with the biblical principle of compassion and healing found in Psalm 34:18, which states, “The Lord is close to the broken-hearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.” The purpose of this research is to listen deeply to those who are emotionally crushed — to understand their pain and their search for healing. In doing so, it echoes God’s desire to comfort those who are suffering and restore them.

By investigating how trauma survivors interpret their addiction, this study supports counseling efforts rooted in empathy and grace. As TenElshof and Furrow (2000) explain, Christian counseling should not only focus on moral behavior but also on the underlying wounds and brokenness that drive that behavior. This research helps make space for those stories of brokenness, fostering a counseling approach that is both clinically effective and spiritually aligned with Christian care.
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