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PREFACE


We all have a little addiction, or several, nowadays.


And it’s no wonder. These days, we have some of the brightest minds trying to make things that are already sticky, even more sticky, whether it’s a cake or an app.


This means modern life is addictive. Outrageously so. All of the things that were already inherently addictive – sugar, sex, booze, news and buying shoes – also just so happen to generate titanic profits, and thus we have gangs of geniuses who have graduated from Oxford or Harvard (and who will mention so at least once an hour) working on making them even more addictive.


It’s a fix.


These unfairly gifted humans taste-engineer, finely market, bait clicks, engagement-farm, loop rewards, reduce friction, hide the exits and write irresistible cliffhangers. This reduces those of us who were already pretty helpless in the face of temptation into the bewildered – who wind up a bit too drunk on a Wednesday, with two broken vapes in our bag, wearing an outfit we can’t afford, wondering why our screen time reached four hours today, and why the paperback we really wanted to read sits ignored in our bag while we obsess over Instagram on the commute.


We’ve lost control, ever so slightly. Thing uses person, rather than person using thing.


Once we like something – Vinted, roulette, the emotionally unavailable – we want to do it again and again. We are pleasure-seekers, eternal optimists who believe that buying this goose-down duvet could actually change our life, that this meme-making app could catapult us into influencer stardom, or that this CBD oil will stop our anxiety from predicting five-car pile-ups the next time we’re driving on a motorway.


I can’t think of one friend or family member who isn’t addicted to something, whether it’s getting into credit card debt to obtain the latest tech, gossiping about others (judgement is addictive), Words with Friends or get-rich-quick YouTube clickbait (my partner George. Spoiler: we’re still not rich).


Truly, most of us struggle with a few things/many things. We are the people who accept Amazon packages we don’t quite recall buying (‘every day is Christmas for Cath’, my ex-flatmate said), who will purchase wine over vegetables on the day before payday, who would take giant Toblerones rather than kindling to a desert island.


Against the backdrop of geniuses hacking into our primal urges, we also have the modern wellness explosion. In many ways, we’re watching what we put in our bodies and minds more than ever.


This means that we haul ourselves into the dock after the act. Why can’t you just eat one M&M? Why do you keep texting that toxic fuc … funhuman? Why are you still on socials at 11pm … wait, do you have iPhone claw?


When it all goes sideways, the modern product-makers’ caveat is ‘but we told you to drink/eat/bet/shop/scroll/use our app responsibly! Please see it in this teeny tiny font on the underside/in the Ts and Cs of our product, whereby we shunt all of the responsibility of its highly addictive design back on to your human weakness. Oh and we donate money to organisations that help cretins like you, so. OK, thanksbye.’


Our little addictions may not be all our fault, but they are – inconveniently – all our responsibility. Modern life is not about to get less addictive any time soon; the geniuses at work in laboratories are not going to down tools. If anything, it will grow more sticky. We are the only hope we’ve got, and we need to get back on our own sides, as the mug slogans might say.


Little addictions don’t require long-term abstinence. You’re not going to buy a dedicated book on how to quit [insert thing] because, frankly, you don’t need to quit it, nor do you want to. Instead though, you might want to shrink or temper your use of this thing before it grows into something bigger.


That’s where this book comes in.


We’re going to talk about how to define a little addiction (versus a big addiction) and I’ll give you some tips for how to dial these down so that they cost you a little less in terms of your time, mental health, energy and money. We’re also going to look at some universal themes that span all of our little addictions. More on this later.


Whether your little addictions are scroll holes, wine binges, £50 takeaways, nicotine, people-pleasing, bread, social-stalking your ex, the next episode, biscuit binges or casual hook ups you later regret … I’m here to help.


After all, I’ve been known to do all of those things in one night.


Dubious honour, huh. Why listen to me, then? Well, I’ve already helped thousands of people quit drinking, stop being relentlessly negative and/or refrain from dating like it’s a job – I have the beautiful thank-you emails to prove it – and now I am here to help you, no matter what your thing(s) might be. And, crucially, what the thing(s) after that might be. Because they are coming for you, just like a Game of Thrones winter.


Little addictions are a moving target, a shapeshifting thing. I used to have a serious little addiction to TV. I once watched eight straight hours of Selling Sunset (for those too cerebral to know, this is a reality show about bougie house-selling in LA, with realtors that dress more like Lady Gaga than estate agents).


From 6pm until 2am, I clicked ‘next episode’ like a lab rat pushing a lever to get a treat. This didn’t have any real-life consequences whatsoever, other than causing my eyeballs to sting, helping me work out that my flat was the square footage of a four-car garage and making me feel like shit that I didn’t have an infinity pool. (I also wore some bizarre outfits to work over the ensuing days.)


Now that I’m a parent to a toddler, I physically couldn’t watch TV from 6pm until 2am. The bedtime routine doesn’t finish until 9pm most nights, and even if I tried to binge-watch TV, my body would intervene and make me fall asleep on the sofa. Because, I am very tired a lot of the time. And so, my little addiction to TV has shrunk somewhat, while another little addiction has upsized: S U G A R.


Up until recently, I’ve been fairly restrained around ice cream, being able to make a tub of Häagen-Dazs last four sittings, but nowadays: gimme that tub, hold my tea and watch while I melt it down in the microwave and chug it in one.


But just because I don’t have the time for hours of TV any more, it doesn’t mean my ‘next episode’ lever-pulling is gone for life. It’s still there, resurfacing on the rare occasion I have time to indulge it. And even after I wrangle the ice cream thing down, there’ll probably be another thing, and another thing, and another. Once I’ve caught one strand of my human fallibility, another breaks loose.


That is why this book covers a total of 15 little addictions. Our current mix of tiny compulsions could look slightly – or even very – different in a year or two.


That’s how and why this book is good value. If dominating all of our little addictions is like trying to catch a jellyfish in a bucket, while its tentacles flail and creep over the side, this book is a field guide on how to – humanely, gently, beautifully – catch the entire jellyfish.









INTRODUCTION


I’m not cured of all my addictions. My jellyfish is not sitting obediently in a bucket, its tentacles tucked neatly underneath it.


Here’s a list of my former big addictions:




Alcohol


Cigarettes


Love





I’m 12 years sober from booze, 11 years out from cigarettes and 10 from thinking I had to get married in order to be a complete human.


It’s well known that if we dominate one addiction, we often find another lesser addiction inside it. In recovery circles, these are called your primary and secondary addictions.


My primary addiction was alcohol, my secondary was cigarettes, my thirdary* was love. But, once I cracked those, I still found a set of ever-descending but unignorable Russian nesting dolls within.


Next up were the following:




Overdraft shopping


Validation-seeking sex


Doomscrolling news





I haven’t lived in my overdraft for eight years, I’m six years out from having sex to please others and six years from doomscrolling the news (lockdown 1.0 was my rock bottom).


Here are my remaining little addictions:




Nicotine (lozenges, rather than vapes)


Social media (Instagram is my drug of choice)


Screen time via the phone-checking cycle (WhatsApp – Gmail – Instagram – repeat)


Biscuits (get in my face)


Binge-shopping


Tea (non-caffeinated, mint)


Chewing gum


Television (less pronounced now, but still kicking)


Caffeine


Ice cream (a near nightly habit)





I still have work to do on all of these. We’re in this together.


Big addictions


Addictions come in varying sizes and with different proportions of consequence. Usually, with big addictions, the way to deal with them is to quit altogether. None is easier than one. Moderation is a fantasy.


These are the no-brainer addictions with big consequences; the ones that have the power to get us fired, dumped or arrested. They’re the ones people beg us to forsake; the Godzillas of the addiction world, that stomp over everything we hold dear and can even threaten our lives.


With some big addictions, the ubiquitous nature of the thing can mean that quitting altogether is unlikely (as with love, screen time or certain foods), in which case a long break can be enough to loosen its grip. Like my year-long dating sabbatical, which I wrote about in The Unexpected Joy of Being Single.


As Gabor Maté, author and addiction specialist, says, addictions feed the here-and-now hunger, not the psychological appetite. The appetite often remains, even after we’ve fixed the hunger for a certain thing. Oftentimes, what happens after a big addiction is vanquished looks like a dissolution, a dispersion of sorts.


We’re ultimately OK, nobody is worried about us now, but we’re also not totally OK. We’re not dissimilar from human Velcro strips who walk around the world and find that things stick to us – where did this family pack of Haribo come from? Who downloaded Tinder on to my phone? Whose shopping bag is this?


Even if we’ve cracked our big addictions, the miniscule dolls hiding within – the fourtharies, fiftharies, sixtharies – the little addictions that in no way threaten our lives or livelihood or relationships, can still cause problems. As the saying goes, it doesn’t have to be a problem for it to be a problem.


For others, they’ve never grappled with a big addiction at all. This might be you. But little addictions are universally experienced. Everyone has – or has had – a little addiction, if not several. I’m willing to die on that hill of a statement.


It’s a human in denial, or just an outright liar, who claims they’ve never been hooked on anything whatsoever. And, of course, that’s not you, because of the very act of buying this book.


Little addictions


The influence of little addictions is more of an insidious drip-drip rather than a dramatic whoosh, so it’s easy to dismiss them as no biggie. Littles are the rainfall showerhead, rather than a gushing tap. But you still get wet.


It’s not going to kill me when I spend two hours a day on social media, nor will I lose my house; I may actually receive a reward loop for it (c/o likes and increased work contacts), but I do also know that I feel a damn sight better when my use is a tenth of that.


My fiancé (such a creepy word) will not cancel our wedding because of my propensity to stuff three mini snowballs into my mouth before walking around with a coconut moustache. However, it’s not great for my self-pride, nor my borderline high cholesterol.


My current obsession with Yellowjackets, whereby I think about it at least once an hour, having devoured 16 hours of it in the past fortnight and signed up to an entire new streaming service to access season three … that’s not going to threaten my job as an author.


But I do have a book to write, which it is interfering with. My choice to press go on season three, and to consume 24 hours of telly in total will mean that when I’m staring down the barrel of the final deadline, which is alarmingly soon, I will have to pull late nights.


Hate consequences. And just like death or taxes, they’re inevitable. Even little addictions have consequences, which incrementally snowball.



Why me?


Good question. Well, I help people grapple with addictions without the teeth-gritting deprivation. At least, that’s what I’m told. Readers say that my books get them to the other side with lesser amounts of craving and white-knuckling, and maximum bounties of freedom and happiness.


Here are some common threads my reader letters and reviews mention:




	a) I’m one of you, not a guru.


	b) I will not try to deny the unignorable pleasures of all of the above. To say that nachos or box-set binges are unenjoyable would be disingenuous. Insulting, even.


	c) I dangle everything you have to gain from the change, rather than chasing you with a big stick of guilt.


	d) I have been a journalist for 20 years, so I am trained to hunt out the latest research, dig up the lesser-known data and quiz the luminaries in this realm. I do the job of all the reading and research, so that you don’t have to.





My skill base is taking the complex things geniuses are saying, simplifying them and making sure they’re actionable before arranging them to give you an overarching view.


My not being an expert has a positive flipside: I have no singular theory to peddle. No specialist angle to prove.


You’ll get a multitude of expert takes for the price of one book; I spoke with two dozen experts in total. Which means you can choose what you like, keep what works for you and chuck the rest (in recovery speak, this is ‘take what you like, leave the rest’).


That’s me dealt with.



Why you?


As for you, you’re probably here because the negatives you’re experiencing from your thing, whatever that might be, are starting to outweigh the positives.


You didn’t buy this book because you’re loving your monthly credit card bills or texting suitors you don’t like very much or needing to vape to feel calm. You bought this book because, even though buying a £150 Reformation dress or being mid-cookie-jar feels good in the moment – and isn’t threatening to kill you or even hurt you slightly – overall your current thing is making you feel bad.


So, you want to do less of it.


Most addictions look like this:




Stage 1: FUN


Stage 2: FUN + PROBLEMS


Stage 3: PROBLEMS + FUN


Stage 4: PROBLEMS





Once an addiction becomes big, it’s probably in stage three or four. It’s a pursuit of ever-diminishing returns.


Little addictions live in the liminal space between stage one and two. A slippy-slidey, in-between realm where the problems have only just made themselves known, and the fun still dominates the picture, but they’re creeping in all the same.


None of these little addictions are dire, so we mutter ‘must do better’ but still mostly ignore them. We set an hour’s limit on WhatsApp and then tap ‘ignore limit’ in order to bust through it.


Nonetheless, these little addictions can grow into medium, then big addictions. On some level, you already know that.


Congratulations for tackling it so early on. That takes some serious self-awareness.


Getting to know our little


This book is going to dig into the ‘what’ and the ‘why’ of the most common little addictions. Knowledge is power, and once we know everything about our adversary – the ‘what’ – we become like an athlete who has studied tapes of their upcoming opponent’s matches, who now knows everything about their killer moves or weak spots. Forewarned is forearmed.


The ‘why’ takes a look beneath the hood, at the engine driving our use of this thing. Often the ‘why’ comes from a place much more primal, and much less modern, than you might expect. The thing we’re using may be modern, but the urge for it is ancient.


We’ll unpack the evolutionary psychology that has led us here. Oftentimes, knowing about the ‘why’ that powers our reach enables us to instead grab alternatives that satisfy the same primal desire.


Behavioural scientists have been banging on about the thing beneath the thing for decades, with good reason. We don’t want social media, per se; we want acceptance by a tribe. We pursue and hoard items because of our impulse to hunt and gather. We don’t want junk food as such; we want to feel energised.


The hardwired desire to nest in our home has us buying cushions we don’t need. The subconscious drive for opportunities to procreate (even if we don’t want kids, consciously) can trample our ability to make shrewd decisions about love and sex. This is why sometimes our loins can stir even when our higher brain says to defer.


Universal truths


Given all addictions at their core have the same modus operandi – person reaches for external substance/thing/activity/other person in order to change an internal state –much of this book is not specific. It’s universal.


Once you dismantle all addictions, although the outer casing may differ, you’ll often find the same nuts and bolts. The same deep neuropsychology is at work, whether it’s a compulsion for chocolate or Candy Crush.


I recommend you read all of the ‘Universal Truths’ chapters. They’re about tactics and wisdom that overarch all addictions. So, each one of you might want to take a look. They’re flagged in bold on the contents page.


You’ll more than likely then flick directly to the ‘little addictions’ (in regular typeface on the contents page) that resonate with you. That’s cool. But if you’re curious, it might help to also skim the other ‘little addictions’ too.


Even if a section of the book doesn’t apply directly to you, it could help you understand someone you love and their urges. Your partner’s porn use, for instance, or your sister’s fixation on gaming.


Your little addiction might be niche and not specifically named here (I know someone hooked on watching chess tournaments, and another person obsessed with saunas), but you will still find many tools dotted throughout that will work, even if they’re buried in the ultra-processed food or nicotine chapters. Many of the ‘micro tactics’ at the close of each chapter are potentially transferable.


Modern life is addictive


We’ll also tackle our unique conundrum, in that life has never been as addictive, as moreish, as accessibly hooky, as it is right now. Thanks, life!


Back in the 19th century, they didn’t have to deal with this shite. Nobody was dangling the ‘next Oscar Wilde play in 5, 4, 3 …’ in front of a farm worker who needed to be up in six hours.


Access to their own calorific downfall was inhibited by both budget and access, rather than there being a whole primary-coloured aisle in the supermarket of affordable treats with which to clog their veins.


Dealers literally sold horses rather than baggies of horse, and even the gentry didn’t have devices in their pockets with which they could borrow and gamble away £5,000 within the time it took for their carriage’s steed to have a toilet break.


Consumer life is now always on, ever more, instantly there, same-hour delivery, watch it now. If we want more we can get it, and we can usually get it right now via a virtually frictionless app. Which is why we’ve got some serious work to do. Resisting this will be an inside job.


We’ll be pulling back the curtain to reveal the wizard, by hearing from whistleblowers from the worlds of retail manipulating, game testers, vape marketing and much more. You won’t believe what some of them have to say.


Although it’s easy to blame the Silicon Valley app developers or the food designers or alcohol industry for making life just so damn addictive, they’re just doing their jobs, albeit very well. At times they can be ruthless, but conscientiousness is not part of their job description; profit margins are.


Our real nemesis is our own brain. And no matter how highly schooled or IQ-ed our brain is, it will crave more of what makes it feel good. Even if that good feeling is temporary, and the consequences are permanent. Our hunter-gatherer brains, unless cajoled to do otherwise, will always prize the short-term buzz above the long-term gain.


In the ‘Field Notes’ sections (also flagged in bold on the contents page), I’m going to go out into this fiendish modern world and find out everything I can about this brand new conundrum. This is my most investigative book yet. I’ve spent weeks on the road, have had my brain scanned, visited two labs styled up like bars, handled human tissue samples, worn a white coat, tried on an EEG cap and have said ‘explain it to me like I’m 12’ to experts whose IQs are at least 20 points higher than mine.


We can borrow a lot from the world of big addictions here, downsizing those tools for our little addictions. I’ve shadowed the team from a five-star rehab, spending 48 hours there and emerging feeling zhuzhed.


I have analysed hundreds of academic studies which, I must say, do not usually make for scintillating reading. To give you a taster, one was called: ‘Caffeine-containing, adaptogenic-rich drink modulates the effects of caffeine on mental performance and cognitive parameters: a double-blinded, placebo-controlled, randomized trial’.


This is also my least personal book. Some readers will exhale at the ceasing of the overshare. But wait. I will still be oversharing a little. Along the way, I’ll be disclosing data, such as how many vibrators I own, that time my boss called me a c*nt, why I’m useless at smoking weed and what my partner and I have had 37 arguments about.


Does she have no shame, I hear Middle England mutter. No, not really. Shame leads to noplace good. You can keep your shame.


Along the way, I’ve found out things that I genuinely believe are transformative. That have transformed my life too.


What’s going on inside our brains


It helps enormously to understand what exactly is going on in our brains and why our brains are behaving that way.


Key to this will be understanding what’s really going on, neuroscientifically speaking, when we experience that ‘want it but also don’t want it’ battle. Medieval dramas, particularly morality plays, often described this tug of will as having an angel on one shoulder and a devil on the other.


The reality is, this push-pull is often due to a clash between two particular parts of our brain: the limbic system and the prefrontal cortex. We’ll get into this in detail later, but I like to think of it as having a split-personality brain, with my limbic system as a delinquent that requires calming the fuck down. Neuroscientists concur.


The prefrontal cortex is best described as the adult, rational part of the brain, which plans for the long-term. It wants to do your taxes tonight given that the deadline is tomorrow. Your limbic system, meanwhile, wants to set fire to all the receipts, use that fire to light a spliff, and watch back-to-back Walking Dead while throwing bon bons into its mouth.


We’ll talk about established science, which shows that the prefrontal cortex is the key to gaining mastery over addictions. Most importantly, we’ll cover how to unlock that.


We’ll also be getting into dopamine’s starring role in all of this. A couple of decades ago, we thought that dopamine was all about ‘liking’, but now we know it’s about ‘wanting’. Liking and wanting are not the same thing.


A couple of decades on from the liking/wanting revelation, the tectonic plate of dopamine understanding shifted again, when the multi-million-selling Dopamine Nation broke new ground.


‘What goes up, must go down,’ author Dr Anna Lembke told us – showing that, when we indulge in substances or activities that artificially spike our dopamine levels, our brain fights to return to balance, and thus drags our dopamine below baseline after the spike.


What followed was a proliferation of TikToks and influencers misunderstanding what Dr Lembke had put so eloquently; talking about ‘cheap dopamine’ and selling ‘dopamine-fasting’ as if it’s a juice plan.


We’ll be talking about why ‘cheap dopamine’ is a misnomer, and why ‘fast dopamine’ is a much more accurate way to describe it. We’ll then unpack why ‘dopamine-fasting’ via a binge-purge cycle is a truly terrible idea.


When understood adequately, ‘dopamine-fasting’ is great, but here in this book we’ll discuss ‘dopamine-shifting’ as the wiser choice. Because we need dopamine. Mostly though, we need to point ourselves towards the slower kind: ‘slow dopamine’.


Dopamine isn’t a villain. We need dopamine to keep ourselves upright and motivated. We’ll hear from experts saying that our reward systems, which run mostly on dopamine, evolved to keep us alive, fed and striving. Rats whose dopamine is inhibited will literally lie around a cage, not bothering to go and eat the food on the other side. They have to be hand-fed.


‘Dopamine-shifting’ – while less catchy – is the secret.


The sticky eight


As you know, I’ve pinned down 15 ‘little addictions’, working these out meticulously with expert help. But within those 15, we’ve also identified the ‘sticky eight’. The ‘sticky eight’ are those we need to handle with caution.


I’ve treated these eight with the awe and fear they deserve by frontloading them.


The remainder are also sticky, of course, just not as sticky. It’s also worth mentioning that almost everything is addictive (although I’d argue that kale, burpees or tax returns aren’t). To honour this, we’ll talk later about how even addiction experts become addicted to the likes of vampire romance or buying classical music. I spoke with one neuroscientist who doesn’t keep a TV in his house, given his propensity to sit in front of it, slack-jawed. Meanwhile, a dentist told me that he has clients who get addicted to teeth-whitening.


There are three outliers you might notice, among the notoriously sticky substances (like alcohol, nicotine, cannabis), and the classic process addictions (such as gambling, gaming, shopping, porn).


This trio is more behavioural, namely procrastinating, people-pleasing, and judgement and gossip. These are conditioned in by fascinating cultural and evolutionary forces we’ll get into.


We’ll be going on a forensic investigation into what we think these things are giving us, and why the brain wants that. And finding other ways to give ourselves the same thing, but usually in a slower way (‘slow dopamine’), and with other, better feelgood neurotransmitters in the mix.


This will mean we cajole ourselves into doing less of the ‘wrong’ thing (which is of our own definition) and more of the ‘right’ thing (ditto) … but we will still feel just as good. Better, even. A win-win, if ever I saw one.


External things can help, and we’ll be using them along the way, but the beginning of it all starts with us.


Tooling you up


I feel strongly that books should tool you up. Shining a light on something is great – thanks geniuses – but then, what do us mere mortals do with it? Where do we go from here? How do we use this knowledge to make our lives easier, better, faster, slower, more, less; whatever it is we’re hankering after. This is why there are specific tools for each little addiction, which are called ‘micro tactics’.


You’ll spot common through lines, such as self-binding, cue-hiding, structure-building, identity change and accountability, although each time they’ll be positioned slightly differently. We know these things work with big addictions, so we can whittle them down and use them here too.


This book is here to help you moderate your little addictions down to less of a propulsion and more of a pleasure. Because let’s face it, you don’t want to – or need to – totally quit shopping, dating apps, PlayStation, Facebook; whatever your thing might be. I have no intention whatsoever of quitting my little addictions either (spoiler: the book had other plans).


At the same time, I do also know that my day (and big-picture life) would be better if I could stop thinking this particular knitwear-shop binge will ‘complete my wardrobe’, restrict myself to three biscuits at a time, resist clicking ‘next episode’ when it’s time for bed and keep my screen time under two hours per day.


We just need to regain mastery. Are you excited? I am. Let’s do this.
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LITTLE ADDICTIONS VS BIG ADDICTIONS


Here, I invite you to test the size of your addiction.


It’s imperative that you only use this book for little addictions. It’s not intended for medium or big addictions.


We’re going to be covering 15 different types of little addiction. These are:


THE STICKY EIGHT


Alcohol


Gaming


Nicotine


Gambling


Our phones


Cannabis


Ultra-processed food


Porn


THE REMAINING SUBSTANCE/PROCESS ADDICTIONS


Dating, flirting and sex


Shopping


Television


Caffeine


BEHAVIOURAL COMPULSIONS


Judgement and gossip


People-pleasing


Procrastination


Ring or tick which ones you feel apply to you (these may change over time).


Then, you need to test out each addiction on the grid, individually, by ticking or ringing the statements that apply.


So, if you list five little addictions, you need to do this five separate times.


Don’t just glance down the grid, guesstimating that all of your addictions are little. You might be surprised to find that some of them aren’t sizing up at the proportion you expect.


The three little behavioural compulsions that we cover (people-pleasing, procrastinating, judgement and gossip) won’t fit as neatly into this blueprint, but most will.
















	LITTLE ADDICTION


	BIG ADDICTION











	You wouldn’t dream of spending the last money in your bank account on it.


	You wouldn’t hesitate to buy it with your last wages – and then need to borrow money to survive the rest of the month.







	When you’re not using/doing it, you barely think about it, other than a fleeting thought.


	When you’re not using/doing it, you’re regularly thinking about how to get closer to it.







	You joke about your use of it.


	You hide your use of it.







	After doing it you feel naughty, but not guilty.


	After doing it, self-loathing sets in.







	You know you could live without it … you just don’t want to.


	You can’t imagine life without it, even though you tell others you can ‘take it or leave it’.







	You’ve never Googled ‘[insert thing] addiction’.


	You regularly Google ‘[insert thing] addiction’ (usually on private mode, late at night) and look for proof you’re not addicted, or for stories from people who are more hooked.







	If your family, friends or partner asked you to stop, you would be mildly amused, then decline without needing to justify why.


	If your family, friends or partner asked you to stop, you would burn with shame, then refuse, giving a defensive speech as to why you don’t need to.







	When you hear about people giving up this thing, you are curious and ask them questions as to what it’s like on the other side.


	When you hear about people giving up this thing, you feel anxious, as if your use of it has been attacked. You wish they’d restart.







	When you do the thing, you sometimes do it more than you’d like to.


	When you do the thing, you almost always do it more than you’d like to.







	In public (if you use it in public), you use it the same way as you would in private.


	In public (if you use it in public) you pretend to be more casual about it, and less intense, than you are in private.







	You have been known to delete apps or throw away physical items linked to this thing. However, this is very infrequent.


	You regularly delete apps or throw away physical items in relation to this thing, only to download or buy more the next day.







	If a doctor told you that you had to stop this for a medical reason, you would immediately stop. You’d miss it, but your health comes first.


	If a doctor told you that you had to stop this for a medical reason, you would seek a second opinion and look for resources online that undermine the first doctor’s opinion.







	Most days, you manage your engagement with this like a champ. Some days, you don’t.


	Most days, you cannot manage your engagement with this. You intend to use X at the outset, and you then use Y or even Z.







	You’ve received the odd birthday card, or social jibe, alluding to your liking of this thing.


	Many of your birthday cards, or the social jokes at your expense, allude to your liking of this thing.







	You wouldn’t go out at weird times, go out of your way or buy expensive extra WiFi or data to do or get this thing.


	You have been known to go out at weird times, or go out of your way to get this thing. Or you have bought expensive WiFi or data to gain access to it.







	Your use over the past couple of years has remained fairly constant, with intermittent ups and downs.


	Your use over the past couple of years has become steadily greater.







	Score…………………………………………….


	Score…………………………………………….











Your score


If you’ve only ticked or circled statements in the left-hand column, your addiction is a little one.


Some little addictions, due to their more forbidden nature, might warrant a tick or two in the right-hand ‘big’ column. For instance, you may ‘hide your use’ of cannabis or porn, even though it’s not a medium or big addiction, due to general social disapproval, or your partner not liking it.


As long as you’ve only ticked one – maximum two – from the ‘big addiction’ column, and the rest of your true statements live in the left-hand-side, you’re still in the little leagues.


You have a medium addiction if you ring three or more statements from the ‘big’ column.


If your ticks live mostly on the right-hand side, I am sorry to say that you have a big addiction, my friend. I’ve been there and it’s scary to confront.


If that’s the case, this book isn’t the right resource. Drop it and roll away to a resource that is more proportionately appropriate. I’ve put a stack of these on page 313.


**************************************************************************************




	– The ‘sticky eight’ were reviewed and approved by Dr Judith Grisel, a neuroscientist from Bucknell University, who specialises in addiction.


	– The ‘test your size’ grid was approved by Dr Emily Finch, an addiction psychiatrist for the NHS. Her notes are below.







Dr Finch says:


‘I agree with everything you have included here. The symptoms mentioned with regards to “big addictions” closely mirror the diagnostic criteria I’m familiar with from the DSM (The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders).’


‘I personally wouldn’t use the language “little addiction” for the behaviours described in column one myself. I’d be more inclined towards “tiny habits”, but even that phrase doesn’t quite cover it.’


‘It’s an essentially human impulse. There are some chocolate biscuits on the table over there and I know I’ll visit them two, maybe three times, today.’


‘However, that’s just the alternative language I would choose myself, and I can certainly see the benefit in tackling what you have named as “little addictions” before they become larger.’












NO GENERATIONAL PRECEDENT


No generation before us has been in this sizeable a clusterfuck when it comes to little addictions trying to grab our time, money and energy.


While learning how to navigate the world, we tend to mimic our parents or guardians; to copy their structures for dealing. This can go either way. Maybe you adopted your mother’s habit to never keep ‘naughty stuff’ in the house, or maybe your parents had a ‘treats drawer’.


Historically, every generation encounters a few new sticky temptations that their parents didn’t have to contend with. My father, for instance, came of age in the 1970s, and was offered drugs his father had never encountered, such as cannabis.


A generation on, my brother and I would have had to deal with temptations our father never needed to grapple with while growing up, such as gaming consoles and cleverly-marketed sweets that weren’t served by the quarter-pound in paper bags.


It’s manageable when the new generations only have a few new things to learn to resist. It’s when there are dozens pushing their way in that we run into problems.


And that’s where we find ourselves right now.


How we got here


Our society has advanced rapidly over the past 100 years. Picture 1926 pre-WWII Britain, with cheese wrapped in wax and stored in larders, oil lamps, books and the wireless radio being the in-house entertainment, and only the wealthy owning cars.


But the past couple of decades have gone shockingly fast when it comes to things becoming more addictive, near limitless and almost always accessible.


Let’s go back to 1996, whenabouts many of Gen X (me included) were coming of age and learning how to deal with the adult world of little addictions.


If you wanted to gamble you physically went to the bookies. Takeaways were things we literally took away from restaurants, unless you wanted an awkward conversation on the landline with the one Indian restaurant in your town that delivered. We had fish and chips on Fridays (one of the few foods that weren’t rationed during WWII, in order to boost morale). Ultra-processed ready meals were largely reserved to barely edible chicken kievs or gross ‘crispy pancakes’.


The only internet access in our home was via a dial-up modem in the living room. It took a good few minutes to get online via dial-up, and there was little chance of being furtive about it, given internet use tied up the landline and made a sound that went a little something like this:


bing-sssh-scree-bing-bop-bing-bop-eee


Subtle.


If you were horny, unless you wanted to risk this (usually shared) modem being proliferated by telltale pop-ups or even a charming virus, you paid for achingly expensive subscription-only TV channels, or bought top-shelf magazines such as Playboy or Playgirl. We didn’t have smartphones, so we couldn’t look for kicks inside our bedrooms, browsing histories concealed within private fingerprint-protected windows.


What’s more, there were certainly no faux social landscapes where you could find out someone fancied you, or experience the heart-stopping fate of being cancelled by a peer group. MySpace wouldn’t even exist for another seven years.


If we wanted to socialise, we either went ‘down the rec/park’, to shopping centres where we’d loiter around Miss Selfridge or HMV (this was a big Saturday out), to house parties or, for the boldly underage/overage, we went to the pub, which all closed at 11pm, or earlier on Sundays.


Aside from the advents of cable TV and dial-up internet, life truly wasn’t all that different from this in 1986, or even 1976.


Millennials come of age


Now, let’s move into 2006, when many Millennials were in their late teens or early adulthood, and starting to require the art of self-regulation.


We were still watching broadcast telly – at most cable or Sky – rather than streaming, early adopters had only just got on Facebook, and only eight in ten of us had mobile phones, which were either Nokia bricks, the fancier flip-phones by the likes of Samsung or, for the businessy, Blackberries.


The iPhone hadn’t been invented yet, and nine in ten of us still had landlines. Nobody had heard of ‘screen time’, let alone were they wrestling with how to limit it. The idea of somebody spending four hours a day on their flip-phone would have been laughable. We were all playing Tetris on said bricks or flips – while dedicated gamers were playing the latest Super Mario Bros on PlayStation 2.


There was no such thing as grocery-delivery services within the hour; if you wanted treats you walked to the shop. Nicotine was mostly ingested via cigarette, or vaguely medicalised nicotine gum only available from the chemist’s or on prescription. Vapes had only just landed in the UK and were extremely rare.


Dating apps didn’t exist yet; Tinder wouldn’t be rolled out for another six years, Bumble for another eight. All that existed were dating websites such as Match.com and Mysinglefriend.com. Needing a laptop or PC to access flirtatious chat and potential suitors inhibited the amount you could do.


The 24-hour licensing laws had just been rolled out, which meant that, unless you lived someplace remote, the party was rarely curtailed by a lack of booze. Most towns had a dodgy off-licence selling through the night, usually called something like ‘Wine Not’, or a petrol station where you could order it through a partition (something I engaged fully with).


Cocaine became much more socially common, caffeinating these all-nighters. Before cocaine, many just passed out. The use of cocaine as a ‘sharpener’ to sober you up so that you could drink more took hold.


The ‘digital natives’ of Gen Z


The only generation of age today who even had a notion of what was coming for us – has come for us – has been Gen Z, currently aged between 13 and 28 as I write, the eldest of which would have become adults in 2015.


And they – unsurprisingly – tend to be the most shrewd among us, when it comes to knowing about the need to gain mastery over this stuff, given they’re ‘digital natives’, and grew up around the internet.


They talk about things like ‘attention harvesting’ and ‘data mining’ and are the target audience for brand-new feature-free ‘boring phones’ (the ‘dumbphone’ has had a re-brand, given having one is actually smart).


Gen Z love vinyl, Polaroid cameras, flea market finds, Game Boys, nineties music and shows that are cosily retro, such as Gilmore Girls and Friends. It’s evident that they yearn for simpler times.


They’re hopelessly addicted to their phones, true, spending an average of six hours a day on them, but are also the group most intent on moderating this down. Research says that Gen Z are the only generation whose time on social media has fallen since 2021 (the social media time-spend of Baby Boomers is going up).


Moreover, a 2025 government-commissioned report found that two-thirds of Gen Z think socials do more harm than good. Based on their own experiences of growing up on socials, 78 per cent of them vow to ‘delay their child using social media for as long as possible’.


They’re nicknamed Generation Zero for a reason, choosing to largely eschew drinking and partying, spawning headlines like ‘What’s wrong with young people today? They don’t get drunk any more’ (The Guardian). A recent survey found that 43 per cent of drinking-age Gen Z don’t drink.


The foremost little addictions of Gen Z are non-coincidentally things that have only recently come to the fore: vaping and TikTok. The first vape shop in Britain only opened 10 years ago in 2015, while TikTok launched in 2018.


No ‘how to cope’ playbook


Here’s what happens when the speed of technological advancements outstrips generational hand-me-down wisdom. When there are scores – not just a few – of unprecedented items in the bagging area.


We have no playbook of structure, of coping strategies, to draw upon. Which brings us to how we now live, each holding a clutch of little addictions.


‘Thirty years ago, we would have inherited structure and habits from our parents,’ says neuroscientist Dr Alex Korb, author of The Upward Spiral. ‘But rapidly advancing technology and modern society broke a lot of the inherent structures.’


‘It’s just like fruit used to have this inherent structure to it,’ Dr Korb said. ‘Where strawberries were only available in summer months, but now we can buy them all year round.’


There are only two ways out of this structureless predicament, he says. ‘Either societal expectations need to home in on “this is the right way to use this thing” or – what’s more likely – we need to do it ourselves.’


Because even when societal expectations do bed in (I’m thinking of the ‘don’t be a dickhead at dinner’ trend where everyone places their phones in the centre of the table, and the first one to pick it up pays for dinner), here’s what happens.


The technology then upends it, because you now need to scan a QR code to read most menus, and order, and then also pay. And voila, ‘don’t be a dickhead at dinner’ just got jettisoned.


Us 0, Silicon Valley 30.


And so, that leaves ourselves. ‘It’s on us to create our own inherent, individual structures,’ says Dr Korb. ‘That’s the only way to avoid over-consumption. We need to figure out the right amount of marijuana, or gaming, or streaming, or smartphone use for us.’


Addiction experts call this willingly imposed structure ‘self-binding’. With big addiction, it looks like the heroin addict who checks themselves into rehab, removing access to dealers, or the porn-fixated who live without WiFi in their house. A pharmacological example of self-binding is the naltrexone implant, which blocks opioid receptors in the brain, blunting the desire for oxycodone or fentanyl.


Of course, with little addictions these solutions are too extreme. Little addicts don’t need rehab, abstinence or pharmaceutical intervention. Which is why we’ll take the big addiction model of self-binding and downgrade it by several levels, presenting a baby version.


Once we have structures that work, there’s an onus on us to teach our kids, nephews and nieces, godchildren, pupils – whoever is young and around us. If we stand no hope against the ruthless attention-grab, what hope do they have?


Yes, the technology and our society will change in ways we cannot even imagine; I’m thinking now of AI. In the 2000s we thought artificial intelligence’s push forward would look like I, Robot, where bots created for service roles revolted and became evil. Usually, their eyes turned red.


We could never have predicted the world we currently live in, where AI can write books and songs, is used to deepfake celebrity porn, or can be harnessed to defraud us by mimicking the voices of our loved ones. Turns out the red-eyed robots were the least of our worries.


We don’t know what’s yet to come. What new ways capitalism will hack our fast dopamine, hooking us on substances and activities we cannot yet imagine.


But we do know this: given we’re not able to learn how to deal from the generation/s above, we need to learn how to ‘self-bind’ ourselves within our own lifetimes.


‘We need to build the structures ourselves that we didn’t see modelled by our parents,’ says Dr Korb, ‘given many of the temptations at large now didn’t exist when we were learning from them.’


Now’s the time, people. Before this clusterfuck gets any bigger.









OUR BRAINS EXPLAIN EVERYTHING


The first thing we need to understand about the neuroscience of little addictions is this: everything that seems irrational probably has a rational explanation.


‘Every time the brain appears to not make sense, once you consider the environment in which it evolved, then it usually makes perfect sense,’ says neuroscientist, Dr Korb.


It may seem as if our brain is being contradictory, irrational even, when it both wants something and doesn’t want it. It wants a cake, yet doesn’t want a cake. ‘Gimme a beer!’ it demands, like Homer Simpson, while another part intervenes, saying ‘No, you have a big day tomorrow.’


‘Our brains are multi-layered,’ says Dr Korb, ‘and the reason we experience multiple desires simultaneously, often in opposing directions, is because different parts of your brain want different things.’


That experience of push-pull is a physical neurobiological fact. ‘Part of your brain wants to watch another episode, and part of your brain doesn’t, literally,’ he says.


We think it’s our lack of character, or a sign we need to grow more willpower. We feel like weak, fallible, defective humans who need to dig out more grit, like that athlete influencer who gets up at 4am to chug protein shakes and hit the gym.


‘Our thinking and feeling and actions are all controlled by different parts of the brain,’ explains Dr Korb. ‘Which are often pulling you in different directions.’


It’s why we end up being ‘cognitively dissonant’ where we can hold two opposing beliefs in our brain at the same time. ‘I want to gamble, yet I don’t want to gamble.’


There’s something enormously comforting in finding out that everyone’s brain does this. That it’s just scientifically normal to think one thing, want something else and then do a third thing entirely.



We don’t need to stop wanting


‘Don’t get mad at yourself for wanting to do things that are enjoyable,’ says Dr Korb. It’s just the reward centre doing its job, and the reward centre runs mostly on dopamine.


Dr Korb calls dopamine the ‘molecule of wanting’. ‘Many people think that wanting things that are “bad” for them means there’s something wrong with them,’ he says. ‘There’s not.’


It’s not about amputating the wanting. It’s about understanding the wanting, and the reasons for it, and tapping into the other parts of your brain that want differently, and creating ideal conditions for that re-route to happen.


‘We don’t have to stop the wanting,’ says Dr Korb. ‘We just need to start enabling the brain to choose differently.’


As we’re going to cover extensively in this book, our brains have evolved to seek out pleasure and avoid pain, our reward system is geared to repeat, repeat, repeat whatever gives it a hit of fast dopamine, and we have to work harder to engage the sensible part of our brain (the Croc-wearing prefrontal cortex) above the spontaneous region (the ‘Who needs shoes?! Let’s dance barefoot!’ limbic system).


What’s more, self-flagellation for being drawn to pleasure only serves to make us crave it more. ‘Many of us believe – particularly in America, with its puritanical roots – that pleasure is bad,’ says Dr Korb. ‘The irony is that when we pile guilt or shame on top of the pleasurable thing, it then reduces how satisfying the thing is, and therefore you want it more.’


This phenomenon, which I’m calling ‘the guilt paradox’ will be something we come back to again and again. Self-berating does not work.


The evolutionary mismatch


The wiring of our brain is ancient, and incompatible with the way we live now. It evolved in hunter-gatherer times and hasn’t changed since, therefore it can’t handle the jacked-up rushes our post-modern world offers.


‘We call it the “evolutionary mismatch”,’ says Dr Andrew Thomas, an evolutionary psychologist at Swansea University. ‘Our environment has changed at a rapid pace. The first agricultural revolution was only 10,000 or so years ago, which threw us from tight communities of 150 people maximum, into cities filled with people we don’t know; cities filled with choice.’


Ten thousand years sounds like forever, but in the bigger evolutionary picture, it’s an eyeblink. ‘Considering humans like us have been around for about 300,000 years, the formation of cities is very recent,’ he says. ‘Our environment went pretty much unchanged for 290,000 years before that.’


The sprawl of megacities (London, New York, Tokyo) only happened in the last few hundred years. ‘Due to the speed of all of this, our evolved psychology has simply not caught up,’ says Dr Thomas.


You hear it a lot, because it’s true. ‘This mismatch has led to Stone Age brains in modern bodies,’ he says. And in modern societies. ‘This causes a lot of fundamental problems.’ Dr Thomas flags dating, diet and tech as the biggest mismatch issues he sees.


The wiring gets overwhelmed


This mismatch means we evolved for environments of scarcity and our brains are still built for that, yet we now live in worlds of over-abundance.


Picture this as a metaphor: you buy a historic listed, chocolate-box cottage whose electrical wiring has not been updated since the 1930s. Then you start trying to use that system to run dozens of modern devices. The wiring would be overwhelmed, right? Fuses would trip, safety standards would not be met, you might even have a fire on your hands.


Many of the things we’re going to talk about in this book – from tech like social media, to drugs like alcohol and nicotine – artificially overload our brain’s reward circuitry.


‘Evolution has not prepared our brains for these drugs, so they become overwhelmed and screwed up,’ Dr Wolfram Schultz, a neuroscientist at Cambridge University, told The Guardian.


‘Think about hunter-gatherers still operating today,’ says Dr Korb. ‘Take the Nenets of Siberia, who wear the hides of the reindeer they herd, relying on their meat to get them through harsh winters; or the Hadza, a tribe in Tanzania who tunnel into subterranean chambers to hunt out porcupines, dig wild sweet pea tubers from the ground and literally carry a “honey axe”.’


‘We have the same brains as them evolutionarily speaking,’ says Dr Korb, ‘but they’re still living in an environment that places a limit on how much they can eat. When they find a beehive, they’ll crack it open and eat as much honey as they can, but none of them are overweight because these foods are hard to get.’


Whereas over in our worlds of Middlesex or Montecito, we have unlimited access to high-fat, high-sugar food, which has been supercharged to make it as blissful as possible.


‘Our brains have evolved to tell us “eat as much high-calorie food as you can” through dopamine and other mechanisms,’ Dr Korb says. But our access to it is now near limitless.


Our brain’s innate design has no hope. It still has a honey axe in its hand.


Add in capitalism


Then, you add in capitalism. ‘This is where it gets sinister,’ says Dr Korb, in that the systems we live in are rigged against us, because: money.


Profit-turning companies don’t want us to find moderation, they want us to throw more money at bingeing. Capitalism doesn’t care about our mental health, family life or waist circumference; it only cares about converting us to their brand.


‘Food companies could design ultra-processed foods that are both delicious and satisfying … but they don’t,’ says Korb. ‘They design it so that we want another – and another – because it’s not quite satiating enough.’


This creates a fire hose of dopamine. ‘We then have an unnatural flood of stimuli that are dopamine-delivering,’ says neuroscientist Dr Judith Grisel. ‘What happens next in the brain is that it gets insensitive. And so, we then want more. Which is why we can’t wait for 90 seconds in the doctor’s office now without getting on social media.’


This problematic dovetail between the ancient blueprints of our brains vs the design of modern-day consumables will play out in almost every little addiction we discuss.



A dog and a teenager plan a party


Then, within our brains themselves, there is another push-pull at play, which we touched on earlier, with the Croc-wearing adult (the prefrontal cortex) needing to wrangle down the barefoot delinquent (the limbic system).


‘The limbic system is like a teenager, and it can get really upset when it doesn’t get its own way,’ says Dr Korb, ‘while the prefrontal cortex is the adult in the room, who will pipe up and say “Er, maybe that’s not the right decision”.’


What the hell, let’s add in a dog, just to dial up this chaos some more. Oh, and it’s the seat of addiction. Great.


‘The striatum is like the “dog” section of the brain. It’s pleasure-oriented and habitual – doing what it’s been trained to do,’ says Korb. ‘The striatum is the seat of addiction, because it’s what compels you to act.’


The striatum (dog) means well, and doesn’t consciously conspire for your downfall, but given that it is spontaneous, fearful, habit-based and pleasure-driven, it’s probably not the member of the household who should be making all the big decisions.


Like a dog left unchecked, the striatum would eat a whole roast pig, and then need to vomit to be OK. It thinks a squirrel in the garden is a mortal threat. It does not own a long-term goal planner.


‘The striatum is triggered by the emotions in the limbic system,’ says Dr Korb. Yes, you heard that right: the teenager is telling the dog what to do. Which probably means telling it to dive into a TikTok clickpool or pour Nerds directly into its mouth.


There’s hope, though, in the shape of the ‘adult in the room’. ‘Luckily, you can use your prefrontal cortex to teach your limbic system – and striatum – to make better choices,’ says Dr Korb. ‘Our cravings are like the barks of a dog. The dog can bark as much as it wants. Whether you give it a treat or not? That’s your choice.’


We’ll be learning how to engage the prefrontal cortex later. If you don’t, then it’s like you’re giving permission for a teenager and a dog to plan a party. And they will.


‘The striatum and limbic system are like your brain’s autopilot, and they’re perfectly happy to live your life without your conscious input,’ says Dr Korb.


I’m trying to imagine this party now. A ball pool full of bones and a goody bag of space cake.



Early pick-up predicts addiction


The younger you are when your striatum learns that you like ‘a thing’, whether it’s a Game Boy or shopping beyond your means, the more likely you are to get addicted to it.


‘Younger people are better at learning anything, and that includes addiction,’ Dr Grisel told me. ‘Yes, the brain “learns” addiction, even though we associate learning with positivity,’ Dr Grisel says. ‘The earlier we start anything, the more we take to it, whether it’s learning a language, playing an instrument or playing a sport. The earlier the child picks up the substance, the more plastic and malleable their brains are,’ she said, ‘and the more likely they are to learn to use it in an addictive manner. Our brains have more neuroplasticity at 15 than 18.’


But, luckily, this very neuroplasticity is on our side too, given it does mean that we can change our brains. The brain we have aged 45 is very different to the brain we had aged 25.


We can – and do – consciously alter our own brains in our own lifetimes. We pave new neural pathways, expanding our capabilities, every time we learn a new skill such as driving, or become a parent, or start a saving habit, or self-bind against watching TV before 8pm.


Work from us is inevitable in this process. But it is possible. And that’s why we’re here. To learn how.







WHY WE LOVE UNCERTAIN REWARDS

Now, we come to another fundamental truth underpinning many addictions – ‘reward uncertainty’.

A few of my experts told me that substances offer pretty certain rewards. It’s physiological. Caffeine and nicotine stimulate, alcohol gets you drunk and cannabis gets you high.

Not everyone finds the ‘reward’ rewarding, of course, which is why we don’t all enjoy the nicotine or coffee buzz, or the feeling of being drunk or stoned. The meaning of the physiological output is individualised. But the automatic ‘input substance + physiological output’ chain reaction is largely universal and robust.

‘Reward uncertainty’, however, mostly comes into play with our ‘process addictions’: our phones, gaming, gambling, shopping, porn, flirting, dating and sex. Uncertain rewards were already baked into all of those activities. For example, when shopping it feels like the outfit will change your life upon acquisition (but the result varies), gaming even with old school backgammon and chess has uncertain results, gambling has been serving uncertain rewards from the spit and sawdust days at the tracks, and even the very first flip-phones were charged with the innate unpredictability of people.

But nowadays, those organically uncertain rewards have been artificially supersized and manipulated, with clever marketing strategies (pop-ups, countdowns to trigger FOMO), algorithms loaded with a seemingly random schedule of treats (throw them an incentive to keep ’em playing!), the infinite scroll (maybe there’s an even better person/item/video?) or apps which synthetically leverage that which we’re already fascinated and unsettled by – what people will do or say (make comments visible to all!).

Reward uncertainty’s power over us has been known about for almost a century. Academically, it’s more often referred to as a ‘variable schedule of rewards’ and its sway over our behaviour was discovered in the 1930s, when a Harvard graduate called B F Skinner devised the Skinner Box. He didn’t call it that (he called it the ‘operant conditioning chamber’), but he went on to become a bit of a rock star in the academic world, so other people did.

It was a simple box, fitted with a lever/pecking button, which dispensed a treat. Skinner put rats, mice and pigeons in there, to see how rewards shaped their behaviour. He thought rewards would reinforce learning – and they sure did. But then he had a brainwave. How about mixing it up, and not giving a treat every time?

Well, the pigeons, mice and rats became obsessed. When the treat was certain, not so much. But when the treat was uncertain, they pressed that lever, or pecked that button, compulsively. They even ignored water, food or socialising with other pigeons or rodents.

If there was a pattern to the reward, the birds or rodents would soon learn that pattern and lose interest, says Professor Natasha Dow Schüll, a cultural anthropologist from New York University. They would peck or press ten times when they’re hungry, and then go back to their lives, she says. ‘But if you run it randomly, they will abandon their life and just stay there pecking.’

‘We have evolved to figure out puzzles, and puzzles drive our behaviour,’ Schüll says, ‘because we’re inspired to pursue them, figure them out.’ Reward uncertainty throws the brain a puzzle it can’t possibly work out. ‘It becomes a raw encounter with chance,’ she adds, ‘and so, we get stuck in the puzzle.’

[image: Diagram of a Skinner box showing a rat pressing a lever; signal lights and a speaker provide cues, triggering a food dispenser above that drops food rewards.]







ALCOHOL


*Sticky eight*


This is my second lab that is styled up like a bar within two months.


I have to say, I prefer this one to the last. The last bar lab was like the place you might have a functional pint while waiting for a plane; where there’s only two lagers on draught, no artwork on the walls, no frills, no messin’ – do you want a pint or not?


Whereas this bar lab, situated at the University of Winchester, is more like Cocktail (the ’80s Tom Cruise film) muddled up with the interiors section of Oliver Bonas. It’s all neon-pink signs and deep blues, velvety cushions and golden birdcages, soft lighting and a Tears for Fears soundtrack. It’s the brainchild of Dr Debbie Crossland, who teaches psychology here at the university.


This is somewhere you might sit and have an ironic cocktail – or mocktail, in my case – with your friends, like a Cosmopolitan or a Virgin on the Beach. We’ve left the departure gate, friends; now we’re on holiday.


*Record scratch* Wendy’s bar/lab doesn’t serve retro cocktails. Only ethanol, literally, which is the purest form of alcohol. With a mixer, of course, because you wouldn’t want to drink it straight.


The optics at Wendy’s, containing popular spirits like Smirnoff, are only for show – to get people feeling like they’re in a real bar.


Back at the departure gate bar lab, located at Edge Hill University, Professor Philip Murphy told me that the dozen or so optics, ranging from rum to whiskey, were also a ruse. ‘Most of those just contain water,’ he said.


Some of the important work that experts (like Rebecca Monk et al) have done at this bar lab has been around the power of cues – visual, olfactory, aural – and how those cues nudge us to drink. See drink, smell drink, hear clink, glug or pop; want drink. The brain is elementary that way.


‘Smell is actually more salient than you would guess,’ he said. Salient, I have now learned, is academic-speak for ‘attention-grabbing’. Salience denotes something important to our brain.


‘Think about where the nose is situated – right under the frontal lobe – so it has a direct route into the brain,’ he says. Murphy tells me that they’ll wipe alcohol around the glass, even though the drink itself contains no alcohol, to test the potency of the cue. The upshot? Very potent.


Back at Wendy’s in Winchester, they’re showing me their secret weapon. Edge Hill has cameras in the bar lab to study drinking behaviour, but Wendy’s has something much more fun. We step into the next room and they unfasten a panel to flip it down. One-way glass, just like in a detective drama. So that they can watch the ethanol drinkers without them feeling watched. (When we’re watched, or feel watched, we tend to behave better; this is called the ‘Hawthorne effect’.)


The two experts showing me around Wendy’s –Dr Crossland and her colleague Dr Sarah Bayless – specialise in the nexus between alcohol imbibing and eyewitness testimony, work which is groundbreaking for crime investigation. ‘Alcohol myopia’ is, in particular, of great interest, which they use the bar lab to study.


Alcohol myopia is a narrowing of cognitive function. It means we’re more likely to engage in extreme behaviour. Our focal point is the immediate short-term, rather than the long-term, and we can become more emotional or have an inflated view of our self or abilities (my ability to perform karaoke springs to mind. Since getting sober I have spared the public this horror show). This is what I’ve read about it, and I ask Dr Bayless if it’s correct.


‘Yes, all of the things you’ve said would fall within alcohol myopia,’ she says. ‘Our attention could be described as a spotlight,’ she continues. ‘When you’re intoxicated, that can narrow. We tend to take fewer elements of our surroundings in, and can perhaps miss relevant peripheral details.’ Which is why these studies are so important to the police.


What happens when we drink is a contradiction of sorts, she says. ‘We may be hypervigilant and focused on immediate concerns, like getting home after a night out, but lowered inhibitions can lead us to make choices we wouldn’t normally consider sober – such as accepting a lift from someone we’ve just met.’ This hypervigilant + unsafe mash-up sound like my entire twenties. ‘Where’s my phone, where’s my bag?!’ *Drinks into blackout and loses both.*


Professor Murphy told me that the alcohol itself is also something of a paradox. It’s a depressant that we experience as a stimulant.


‘Alcohol depresses the central nervous system,’ he said. ‘But given it also depresses the part of the brain that inhibits, we experience it as a stimulant.’ He adds that the disinhibiting effect is what we find pleasurable.


I can relate to this, hugely. Back when I drank, that disinhibition was what got me hooked. It felt like it unclenched me, untightened my ever-present social anxiety. Not only that, but it dimmed the lights and turned down the volume on a world I experienced as overwhelming.


The problems arrive when too many of our inhibitions are removed. Like when I disinhibited to the level where I thought it was reasonable to take my top off at a wedding (it’s too hot!) and demand a cheese sandwich.


But that’s me, and you’re you, and given that you’ve already tested out the size of your alcohol addiction and proportioned it as ‘little’, it’s unlikely that we have the same experiences.


You have probably never put your personal safety at risk in order to access more booze, by going to a house party in Brixton with randoms, and then discovering that they keep pet snakes, but staying anyway because they also have cider. I woke up on their sofa (a leather one – not ideal) with a yellow python eyeballing me from across the living room.


Creative accounting


I’m going to guess that, since you’re reading this chapter, you want to drink a little less.


The first thing you need to ascertain is what moderate drinking looks like, whether you fall under that category and, if not, how far away from it you are.


Moderate drinking is defined by the NHS as a maximum of one to two drinks a session, with three or four days a week off boozing. One in four Brits are not moderating, given they regularly drink over the lower-risk threshold of 14 units per week (which now applies to both men and women; the male threshold used to be 21).


This statistic is based on self-reportage; the true figure is likely much higher. We have a nationwide tendency to downplay how much we drink, says Alcohol Change UK. ‘If we compare the amount people say they drink in surveys with how much the Government data tells us is actually sold,’ the charity writes, ‘then it turns out we drink about 50 per cent more than we say.’


So, you can probably take that one in four and double it, quite safely.


Sometimes we just don’t know that we’re busting through our weekly units. Personally, I know many highly intelligent people who don’t know what constitutes a unit. Many still think it’s one drink = one unit. I’ve had two conversations with friends in the past week that have gone like this:
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