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Dear Reader, 

I cannot imagine that there is anyone who hasn’t been touched by addictions in some way. It is unavoidable in our current society. We now know that the struggle with addictions is not simply due to a lack of willpower or a moral failure. Addictions are complicated and involve our minds, brains, spirits, and environments. Although it is true that many individuals and familie s have been seriously damaged by addictions, it is also true that the process of recover y can build strength and character. Addictions may bring to light underlying problems that have plagued individuals and families for years. From that perspective, addictions can become a catalyst for “cleaning house,” motivating people toward a life of health previously I unknown. Patience, kindness, understanding, and grace are key elements for a successful and rewarding outcome. It is my hope that this book will be informative, provide rationales for increasing understanding, and give practical help as you travel the journey of addictions to recovery.



Linda L. Simmons, Psy.D.
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Introduction 

SADLY , ADICTIONS ARE front-page news every day. No one is immune from either having an addiction or being affected by someone else’s addiction. Addictions damage one’s health, self-image, career, and relationships. Resulting financial, medical, and legal problems are common and serious. Historically, individuals with addictions were laughed at, ignored, or shunned. It was thought that addictions were due to a lack of self-discipline and/or to moral failure. Addictions have become too costly in many ways to be ignored anymore. Research has demonstrated that brain chemistry and functioning plus the body’s physiological reactions to addictions make self-discipline extremely difficult. Although moral, healthy choices may help someone manage his addiction, they cannot change anyone’s brain.

The pressures and inventions of modern life have contributed to the expansion of addictions. Technology has created a whole new venue for addictive disorders. Science has shown that even compulsive behaviors such as gambling, shopping, and Internet use can activate addictive responses in one’s brain. “Designer drugs” have increased the selection of addictive substances, and they are more potent and dangerous than ever before. Social and peer pressure have drastically lowered the age at which addictions begin. Preteens and teenagers are the fastest-growing population to succumb to addictions. This age group is the least capable, biologically, of making rational and wise decisions regarding addictions. Families, teachers, and friends must rise to the occasion to help kids get through these growing-up years safely. Supervision, education, and good role-modeling will go a long way toward curbing the tide of addictions in our youth.

The good news is that more treatments for addiction exist now than ever before in history. The stigma once associated with receiving treatment is disappearing as friends, family, and employers realize the great cost of untreated addictions. It is now recognized that many individuals with addictions also have co-occurring mental health disorders. Of course, this complicates the whole picture of addictions. Individuals with a dual diagnosis need to be treated for both disorders simultaneously for recovery to be successful. There are a plethora of medications now available to treat both the addictions and the mental health disorders. This is very exciting—addicted individuals who have suffered for years are now finding relief and hope.

Support groups for both addicted individuals and families are in existence in almost every community. Whether these groups are twelve-step programs, faith-based programs, mental health support groups, or Internet groups, something is available to meet the needs of any addict. Support groups are wonderful, in that they have sprung up out of recognition of and respect for the power of addictions. It is a rare person who can successfully recover from an entrenched addiction on her own. There are more and more professionals available who have received specialized training in working with addicted persons and family members affected by addictions. This means that an addict will be treated with respect, empathy, and interventions more carefully designed to target her unique needs. Specialized treatment centers designed to treat addictions and dual disorders provide state-of-the-art inpatient and residential services. Although technology has created many problems in the area of addictions, it has also provided many helps. Unbelievable amounts of resources and educational material can be accessed through the Internet. Twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, an addict can access online support groups, hear encouraging messages on addiction topics, and interact with other addicts who are struggling in similar ways. There is every reason for an addict, her friends, and her family members to be hopeful. A celebration of recovery lies ahead!


CHAPTER 1 
The Nature of Addiction 

THERE ARE MANY kinds of addictions. Some people are addicted to drugs or alcohol. Others are addicted to gambling, food, pornography, or playing games on the Internet. What addictions have in common is their tendency to take over a person’s life. Once substance use or behaviors rise to the level of addiction, they can be very difficult to manage. Treatment and recovery can be extremely challenging and often expensive. But there is hope. In spite of the difficulty, people can and do recover from addictions. If you or someone you care about is struggling with addictions, recovery is possible!

Abuse Versus Dependence 

With respect to addictions, is there a difference between abuse and dependence? This is a commonly asked question; the answer is yes. It is an important distinction to understand, as it may affect the type of treatment sought out and the level of difficulty encountered in recovery. Although both abuse and dependence can cause significant problems in a person’s life, dependence involves physiological changes that lead to an addictive process. Therefore, dependence on substances and/or behaviors can be more difficult and complicated to treat. Repeated abuse of substances and/or behaviors can develop into habits that are hard to break. However, abuse doesn’t necessarily lead into the physiological changes of addiction. Either abusing or being dependent upon a substance or a behavior can diminish one’s ability to fully participate in and enjoy everyday life.

Substance Abuse 

Substance abuse occurs when a person uses drugs or consumes alcohol excessively. This excessive use typically causes significant problems in a person’s life. For example, if a person drinks excessively on a Sunday evening and is unable to go to work on Monday morning or is unable to perform job functions as well as usual, this is abuse. It is abuse when a person uses alcohol or other substances excessively and then gets in his car to drive home, putting his own and others’ lives in danger. There may be legal problems such as DUIs (driving under the influence) or arrests for disturbing the peace as a result of excessive use of alcohol or other substances. A parent who uses alcohol or other substances excessively may not be able to take care of her children responsibly. Essential household functions such as taking out the trash, maintaining cleanliness, and so forth may be neglected when men and women use substances excessively. Persons who are abusing substances often repeatedly have problems getting along with others. These are only a few illustrations of the ways in which substance abuse can negatively affect a person’s everyday life.
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How big of a concern is substance abuse and dependency? The U.S. Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) reported in its 2006 National Survey on Drug Use and Health that 22.6 million individuals aged twelve and older experienced either substance abuse or dependency problems in the previous year. This is approximately 9.2 percent of the U.S. population.

Historically, it has been more common for substance abuse to be associated with men, but times have changed. Both men and women are now seen engaging in substance abuse or addictive behaviors in movies, commercials, and advertisements. For some, substance  abuse may be considered a rite of passage or an introduction into an adult social arena considered by a certain segment of the population as acceptable entertainment. One might think that with more openness related to substance abuse in our culture, it would be easier to acknowledge the problems and get treatment. Sadly, however, shame is still a significant barrier to overcome in recognizing substance abuse and seeking treatment. This is especially true if the problems and negative consequences associated with substance abuse become public. Confusion and mixed messages abound.
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It is now commonly accepted that all substance-related and behavioral addictions involve compulsive use, loss of control, and continued use despite adverse consequences. These are important characteristics for you to be aware of as you consider whether you or someone you care about may have a problem with addictions.

Substance Dependence 

Dependence on a substance can include any or all of the problems of substance abuse. It is important to be aware, however, that with dependence, the problems become even more complicated because of the physiological changes that occur. A couple of key points that will be important to understand involve the two primary physiological issues associated with dependence: tolerance and withdrawal. Tolerance means a person needs more and more of the substance over time to get the same effects he experienced when he first began using the substance. It can also mean that if a person’s use of the substance stays the same, the initial effects experienced will decrease with use over time. Say, for example, that a person had her first beer at sixteen and got a real buzz from the experience. By the time she is twenty, she might need six to twelve beers to get that same buzz. If she is a regular drinker and keeps her drinking level  to one beer, she would likely feel no buzz at all by age twenty. (Of course, this time frame would vary for the occasional drinker versus the regular drinker.)
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Can alcoholism develop if someone only drinks wine or beer?
Yes. Since wine and beer have lower alcohol content than other alcoholic beverages, some mistakenly believe that they cannot develop an addiction. The fact is, if enough wine and beer are consumed, alcohol addiction can develop.

After a person has used an addictive substance over a period of time, he may experience withdrawal symptoms if he chooses to stop using the substance. Withdrawal symptoms can be physical, behavioral, or psychological in nature. The symptoms that a person deals with are specific to the substance being used. For example, the withdrawal symptoms of alcohol are not completely the same as those of cocaine usage. More will be discussed later on the unique withdrawal symptoms of different substances.

No one would argue that withdrawal symptoms for any substance can be very uncomfortable, unpleasant, and even life-threatening. An addict in recovery goes through an ambivalent struggle knowing that taking more of the addictive substance would result in relief from the discomfort of withdrawal. This can lead to misunderstanding by those who might see the addict as insincere and untrustworthy, saying she wants to be rid of her addiction but not following through with the necessary treatment to achieve her goal. In many cases, it’s not that the addict doesn’t want recovery, it’s that she is avoiding the pain of withdrawal. This is the time when an addict needs to be patient with herself and  most needs the understanding and support of her friends, family, and treatment providers.
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Addictions were first identified as a disease process rather than a mental disorder or moral failure by Dr. Benjamin Rush in 1810. In 1945 the American Medical Association formally adopted this definition as well, and most other professional organizations have followed its lead.

It is not uncommon for an individual to take more of a substance than was originally intended. This may be due to peer pressure, not realizing the potency of the substance, or experimental use gone awry. He might find himself wanting to stop using the substance but repeatedly being unsuccessful. This is very discouraging, and people in this situation need a great deal of support to succeed. In such circumstances, the addicted person may realize that more and more of his time and money are being spent on getting the substance. He may give up other activities, even activities he typically enjoys, in favor of using the substance. He may also find himself continuing to use the substance in spite of the knowledge that there will be serious consequences that can negatively affect him and people he loves.
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The biological processes of tolerance and withdrawal have been found to occur in both substance addiction and addictions to compulsive behaviors such as gambling, pornography, sex addictions, food addiction, compulsive spending, and other excessive behaviors. The technical term for these biological processes is neuroadaptation.

How Addiction Works in the Brain 

It is now believed that all types of frequently abused substances set off a pleasure circuit in the brain. The same pleasure circuit works for alcohol, amphetamines, chocolate, sugar, sex, and so forth. According to The Owner’s Manual for the Brain by Dr. Pierce Howard, this pleasure circuit begins in the amygdala of the brain, then travels to the anterior cingulum, and finally on to the temporal lobes. As a whole, the pleasure circuit is called the median forebrain bundle, or in lay language, the “hedonic highway” or “pleasure pathway.”
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Cravings can be triggered by damage to the delivery system that moves dopamine from one brain cell (neuron) to the next. Many addicts report they often use substances not to feel “high,” but to feel “normal.” Their goal is to stop the cravings, and at this point, the survival process begins for the addict.

Neurotransmitters are chemicals in the brain that transmit messages from one brain cell (neuron) to another. Dopamine, one such neurotransmitter, is the chemical most involved in the pleasure circuit and so is linked with addiction. All substances of addiction interfere with the normal reabsorption of dopamine by neurons in the brain. By preventing this reabsorption, high levels of dopamine remain in the gaps between the neurons. Since one of the primary functions of dopamine is to give a person a sensation of pleasure, these excessive amounts of dopamine give an individual the “high” sensation. The dopamine receptor cell is the one type of cell found all along the “pleasure pathway.”

Another interesting fact in this process concerns a space between neurons in the brain called the synaptic gap. Ordinarily, neurotransmitters such as dopamine only stay in this space long enough to get picked up by receptor sites in the next neuron and then they get  passed along to be used in their normal manner. However, as mentioned, when absorption by the receptor sites of the next neuron is blocked, the dopamine, for example, stays in the synaptic gap and the person then experiences a “high” or pleasure effect. Many substances, such as cocaine, amphetamines, Ritalin, nicotine, and marijuana, block the absorption of dopamine by neurons in the brain.  When addictive substances are used repeatedly, it is thought to damage the dopamine delivery system, the normal movement of dopamine from one neuron to the next. Many believe that once addictions have damaged this dopamine pleasure circuit, it never completely returns to normal.

Effects on Other Biological Systems 

Although the brain is the primary biological system affected by addictions, the rest of the body can be affected as well. Addictions have been connected with lung disease, cardiovascular disease, stroke, cancer, obesity, HIV/AIDS, and nerve cell damage in the peripheral nervous system. Different abused substances affect different biological systems. Inhalants, for instance, are toxic substances found in common household products. They are readily available and inexpensive. Examples of inhalants include oven cleaner, gasoline, glue, spray paints, and other aerosols. The intoxicating vapors of inhalants can be sniffed, breathed in, or sprayed directly into the mouth or nose. They can damage the heart, lungs, and brain. Heart failure and death can occur in a single instance of sniffing an inhalant. If you are the parent of an elementary-school child, you need to know that inhalants are often the first substance that children use experimentally because they are so easily accessible. Therefore, it is important to keep all inhalants in a safe place, educate your children on the dangers associated with these substances, and provide adequate supervision. These simple measures can help your family avert a needless tragedy. Inhalants are a dramatic example, but most other abused substances also cause serious damage to major biological systems.  As if this information were not worrisome enough, consider also that  many individuals who abuse substances have multiple addictions. The interaction effects of using multiple drugs simultaneously present phenomenal risks for the addict.
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Secondhand tobacco smoke has been the subject of much heated discussion. According to the Surgeon General’s 2006 report “The Health Consequences of Involuntary Exposure to Tobacco Smoke,” environmental smoke increases the risk of heart disease by 25 to 30 percent and lung cancer by 20 to 30 percent in individuals who have never smoked.

Other issues to consider are the biological effects of addictions that may occur indirectly and that can reach beyond the addict himself. The harm to nonsmokers caused by environmental smoke has prompted legislation around the world limiting smoking to designated areas to protect nonsmokers. At times, addicts turn to criminal activity and prostitution out of desperation to obtain their substance(s) of choice; innocent bystanders as well as the addict may be endangered. Addicts who share intravenous needles and/or who engage in unprotected sexual activity may infect themselves or others with HIV/AIDS. Addicts who practice poor hygiene and neglect general good health practices are at risk for infections and malnutrition, with their accompanying biological maladies.

Emotional Effects of Addiction 

Psychoanalysts in the 1960s came up with the notion that people often used addictive substances to medicate themselves when experiencing emotional pain. In subsequent years, many others have come to agree with this theory. Because of the pleasure pathway that addictive substances and behaviors can activate, the addict may initially feel relief.

Those very painful emotions that a person might try to numb or soothe with substances or compulsive behaviors may actually become intensified as time goes on. For example, if a man has a flask of alcohol hidden in his desk drawer at work to calm his nerves before an important presentation, imagine the anxiety of fearing he will lose his job if he’s caught. Or consider the woman who hides her feelings of loneliness with compulsive shopping. There might be a false sense of camaraderie gained from being in a crowded mall and conversing with salesclerks over purchases. However, the worry, fear, and shame of being discovered create a prison of loneliness for her that won’t go away with unfulfilling purchases.
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What is anhedonia?
Anhedonia is the inability to experience pleasure as one once did. Feelings become blunted and flat. Substance abuse and dependence can lead to anhedonia as the brain’s pleasure circuit is damaged. An addict will often increase her substance use to try to regain her ability to experience pleasure and enjoy life.

Anger is another powerful emotion that often accompanies addictions. There are many possible sources of anger in this situation. An addict may perceive that life has treated him unfairly after experiencing a job loss, divorce, or financial setbacks, and use addictive substances or behaviors to try to soothe his anger. Anger may serve to keep others away so the addict can use substances privately. You may well understand through your own experience that there are almost always other emotions beneath the anger.  Common underlying emotions are fear, disappointment, and hurt.  An addict may fear that she will not be able to live up to the expectations of others. She may feel disappointed that life has not gone the direction she wanted. Hurts inflicted by others, whether they are  physical, emotional, or psychological, may be hard to manage and subsequently treated with addictive substances or behaviors.

Psychological Effects of Addiction 

Addictions often affect or change the way a person thinks about things. Your thoughts, or cognitions, can serve many functions. One is defensiveness. An addict who may not be ready to acknowledge her addiction may feel a need to defend her continued use of addictive substances. One method of doing this is to deny in one’s thoughts that the addiction is a problem. Or a person may use his thinking processes to rationalize or explain away his continued use of an addictive substance or behavior in spite of the negative consequences. Thoughts may become obsessive as an addict pursues the use of the addictive substance or behavior to calm the cravings or curb the withdrawal symptoms. Following are some examples that may help you understand how addictions can affect a person’s mind and thinking processes.

Denial 

Denial is the most common thought process used in dealing with addictions. A college student might try to convince herself and others that cocaine use is just part of college life and that on graduation, she’ll easily drop it and move into a successful climb up the career ladder. Once a person becomes addicted, she often denies or ignores the strong hold the addiction has on her life. A father may go downstairs after his wife and children are in bed to view pornography, denying that this is anything more than adult entertainment and that it might negatively affect his marriage. Denial is used by the addict to provide a false sense of security for himself as he tries to convince himself that everything is fine and under control. For friends and loved ones, the addict’s denial is very frustrating. From the outside looking in, they can clearly see that very little may be under control for the addict. Confronting an addict’s denial may generate a great deal of anger. One of the most common questions asked by those  who care about the addict is how to effectively confront and break through denial. Confronting and facing denial requires honesty and courage on the part of the addict and those who care about her.  Detailed help on the issue of denial will be addressed later.
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It is a common myth nowadays that young people will grow out of addictive behaviors. Esther Gwinnell, M.D. and Christine Adamec in their book The Encyclopedia of Addictions and Addictive Behaviors assert that addictive behaviors that begin in early and mid-adolescence typically have long-term effects into adulthood.

Obsessive Thinking 

Obsessive thinking is thinking focused entirely on a specific object—in this case, an addictive substance or behavior. In the obsessive-thinking mode, the addictive substance or behavior is in the driver’s seat and determines the direction of the driver’s life. The addiction dictates how the person spends his time and money, who he hangs out with socially, what he has to do to obtain more of the substance, and the excuses he has to make to cover up the obsession. All resources are directed toward obtaining the object of the obsession, which is the addictive substance or behavior. Obsessive thinking can shut out other thoughts that one should pay attention to—for example, paying one’s bills in a timely manner or getting the kids to school on time. In other words, obsessive thoughts can take over one’s life.

Grandiose Thinking 

Alongside obsessive thinking there is often the companion, grandiose thinking. In simple terms, grandiose thinking conveys the idea “It’s all about me!” For the addict indulging in grandiose thinking, nothing is more important in her life than herself and her addiction.  There is a false assumption that others will feel the same and put their own needs aside in deference to the addict. You can imagine the conflicts that arise in the addict’s family and social circle when others decide not to support this type of thinking.
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The cerebral cortex is the area of our brain involved in thinking, planning, problem-solving, and decision-making. The National Institute on Drug Abuse asserts that chronic exposure to drugs of abuse causes disruptions in the brain that negatively affect a person’s ability to make sound decisions. At the same time, the brain’s drive to take drugs increases.

Thought Distortions 

Thought distortions are those thoughts that may contain an element of truth but also contain misinformation or exaggerated information. Thought distortions typically include all-or-nothing, black-or-white thinking, and lack the perspective that there may be some truth between the extremes. For instance, an alcoholic might have a successful treatment experience but six months later, relapse. Rather than seeing this simply as one slip on the road to full recovery, if she was engaging in distorted thinking, she might see herself as a complete failure who doesn’t have a chance at beating the addiction. Another example might be a man who was fired from his job because of his boss finding pornography on a business computer. Distorted thinking would be that everyone in the industry will likely know about his pornography addiction now and he’ll never be able to find work in his field again. The truth is that, with treatment, many employers would likely give him a second chance if he had the job skills they were seeking. Distorted thinking needs to be firmly and lovingly challenged in order to help the addict restore his thinking to a realistic perspective of himself and the world around him.

Learning and Memory 

The cerebral cortex, amygdala, and hippocampus are areas of the brain involved in learning and memory. Addictions also affect these structures. It is important to know that many of the same brain pathways that involve addictive processes are also responsible for learning and memory. Memories are affected by addictions in two ways. First, addictions alter the neurological connections in the brain and thus negatively affect learning and memory. Secondly, behavioral connections made between the addictive substance and pleasurable responses are laid down in memory. When reminders of those pleasurable reinforcers are encountered in the environment, memories are recalled and lure the addict to crave her substance yet again.  This is a very frustrating experience for an addicted individual who is fighting for recovery. It is very difficult for her to put these memories of pleasurable responses behind her so she can move forward to a clean and sober life. It is also frustrating and discouraging when an addicted person discovers that his capacity to learn and remember things has suffered. Understanding and patience is called for as someone with addictions fights to defeat these battles of the mind.
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What is Korsakoff’s syndrome?
Korsakoff’s syndrome is a memory disorder commonly caused by a thiamine deficiency associated with alcoholism. Individuals who drink excessive amounts of alcohol often neglect healthy nutrition, and multiple vitamin deficiencies develop. In Korsakoff’s syndrome, a person may remember minute details of her past, but be unable to recall what she had for breakfast.

Cognitive functioning, or the capacity of the brain to think, reason, remember, and make decisions, is affected by another neurotransmitter called glutamate. Glutamate also has influence on the pleasure  circuit in the brain, though not as significantly as dopamine. It is also thought that glutamate helps one access the pleasurable memories of substance abuse “highs.” This function of glutamate is related to an addict’s tendency to relapse because these pleasurable memories lead to drug-seeking behavior. When the brain’s concentration of glutamate is changed through substance abuse and the absorption of glutamate is reduced, memory and learning functions are negatively affected. Again, it seems that once this type of damage occurs in the brain, the effects are extensive and long-term. As one can see, addictions affect a person’s entire physical, emotional, and psychological being. The more these effects and interactions are understood, the more one will be able to engage in successful recovery or help a loved one.


CHAPTER 2
 Identifying Addiction 

ADDICTION IN GENERAL has been described as a compulsive craving for something in spite of negative consequences that come from pursuing its use. The compulsive cravings of addiction have physiological, psychological, and emotional components. Traditionally, the notion of addictions has been connected with cocaine, alcohol, heroin, nicotine, and other chemically based substances. Current thinking is that there are certain compulsive behaviors—including gambling, shopping, eating, and watching pornography—that can set off similar addictive responses in the brain.

Risk Factors 

An addictive risk factor is anything that might increase the likelihood of becoming involved with an addictive substance or behavior. Risk factors can be biological, social, emotional, or environmental in nature.  For a long time now, it has been noted that certain addictions, particularly alcoholism, seem to run in families. Scientists currently believe that there are several genes associated with addiction. Genetic research related to addictions will undoubtedly contribute greatly to more specific and effective treatments as further information is gained about the genes involved in the addictive process. Does this mean that everyone born to parents with addictions will inevitably become addicted? No, it does not. It simply means that there is a greater likelihood of addictions developing when there is a positive family history. Remember, other risk factors also contribute to the development of addiction.

It is important to understand that addictions are not simply bad habits. If a person has developed a bad habit of gossiping, that doesn’t  mean he is addicted to the behavior of gossiping. Someone who may have gotten into the bad habit of eating two bowls of ice cream every night at bedtime is not necessarily addicted to ice cream. This is an important distinction that needs clarification. A bad habit is a repetitive behavior that someone may engage in, at times without even thinking about it, that may be unhealthy in some way or cause other types of problems. An addiction brings about multiple changes in a person that don’t occur in a nonaddict who may use the same substance or behavior.
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Positive family relationships are not only a helpful deterrent in preventing the development of addictions in children and adolescents but also contribute to earlier identification of addiction problems that may have developed. A lack of attachment between children and parents and a lack of parental supervision are contributing factors in the development of addictions in youth.

Social Risk Factors 

Young people in particular are significantly influenced by the behaviors of their friends. Developmentally, the teen years are focused on establishing relationships with peers. Too often, if the promise of a friendship or romantic relationship comes with the price tag of joining in risky behaviors that have the potential for addiction, the relationship will win out. Most adults addicted to nicotine began smoking around fourteen years of age with the purpose of fitting in with peers. It has also been observed that when young people are under the influence of drugs and alcohol, they are more likely to commit crimes, assault others, and participate in risky sexual behaviors. This is important information for parents to know. Adequate parental supervision is a key factor in identifying and preventing addictions in young people.

Teenagers are not the only ones susceptible to social pressures when it comes to addictive behaviors. Adults also enjoy the approval and acceptance of their peers, even peers who engage in or encourage addictive behaviors. It can take a lot of strength to turn down a beer while watching a football game with buddies when everyone else is drinking heavily. Similarly, you can imagine the courage it takes for someone addicted to spending to go shopping with friends and say no to sales on the clearance rack.
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The Genetic Science Learning Center at the University of Utah claims that approximately 10 percent of all people who experiment with drugs become addicted. The influence of risk factors, particularly multiple risk factors, is significant in determining the outcome of addictions. Scientists are learning more all the time about the interplay of risk factors.

Environmental Risk Factors of Addiction 

Environmental risk factors include a person’s connection to her community. If you live in a community with a tolerant attitude toward substance use, firearms, and crime, the risk for addictions is increased. Conversely, attachment and identification to a community situation that does not condone drug use decreases the risk of addiction.

School systems are a significant part of communities. Academic failure, particularly in later elementary years, is a risk factor for addictions because children experiencing low self-esteem due to academic failure may be tempted to turn to substance abuse to manage their damaged emotions or to fit in with substance-abusing peers. Teachers, parents, and the community can have a positive effect on children and decrease the risk of addictions by helping them to be successful academically. A sense of accomplishment  academically may eliminate a child’s need to use addictive substances to self-medicate depressive or anxious feelings.

Constructive community activities contribute to positive self-esteem and self-confidence in both adults and young people. When such opportunities are lacking and there is a dearth of meaningful things to do with one’s time, susceptible people may be at risk for developing addictions. Activating the dopamine pleasure pathway with addictive substances or behaviors can lead a person to feel alive, even though the feelings may be fleeting and the consequences may prove to be destructive.
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D.A.R.E. (Drug Abuse Resistance Education) is an educational program that was started in 1983 in Los Angeles. Specially trained police officers present educational lessons to children from kindergarten through twelfth grade on how to resist peer pressure, drugs, and violence. This successful program is now being presented in 75 percent of school districts in the United States.

Emotional Risk Factors of Addiction 

While emotions such as anxiety, depression, anger, and loneliness may result from the problems surrounding addictions, when these emotions are primary, or pre-existing, they can be risk factors for developing addictions. Some people use illicit drugs as a method of “self-medicating” painful emotions. Illicit drugs are drugs that, even if legal, have not been legitimately prescribed to treat a diagnosed ailment or condition. As mentioned previously, addictions stimulate dopamine production as well as other neurotransmitters, such as serotonin, that give sensations of pleasure and well-being. Therefore, addictions can become a harmful way of coping or covering up emotions that seem too painful or overwhelming to face.

When someone is better able to manage her emotions in constructive and appropriate ways, she is more able to resist the  temptation to use addictions to feel better. Sometimes, however, it is not her own emotions that are the problem. As social beings, people are also affected by the emotions of others. It can be very difficult to consistently live or work with another person who may be chronically angry or upset. Fear or anxiety over the negative reactions of others may lead someone to turn toward addictive substances and/or behaviors rather than working things through in a constructive manner. Developing effective problem-solving skills can minimize the risk of using addictions to manage relationship problems.
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Children who exhibit aggressive behaviors, demonstrate a lack of self-control, and have a difficult temperament may be at greater risk for drug addiction. This is important information for parents to note as they seek to work with their children to prevent and identify the development of addictions.

Symptoms 

The symptoms of addiction are many and varied. At first, many signs and symptoms of addiction may seem like overreactions to stressful circumstances. Isolated signs or symptoms may be just that, an overreaction to stressful circumstances. However, when multiple signs and symptoms of addiction begin to appear, it is time to pay attention.

The following behaviors may be indications that someone is at risk for or has developed an addiction:

• Drugs and/or alcohol are seen as necessary components to having fun.

• School attendance suddenly declines, along with performance and grades.

• Items around the house may begin to disappear or he may start to sell prized possessions.

• He may begin to display angry outbursts, mood swings, irritability, manic behavior, or an overall attitude change.

• Others may notice him talking incoherently or making inappropriate remarks in conversations.

• His physical appearance and grooming deteriorate.

• His social circle may change or dwindle to include only those individuals who also use addictive substances or behaviors.

• He may begin to engage in secretive or suspicious behaviors, such as making frequent trips to the restroom, basement, or other isolated areas where drug use or compulsive behaviors would be undisturbed.

• Talk about addiction(s) and pressuring others to use may begin to dominate how he spends his time. Alternatively, someone may consistently experience and express feelings of exhaustion, depression, and hopelessness.

Be aware that these same types of signs and symptoms are true for the behavioral addictions as well. The complexity and all-encompassing nature of addictions may be overwhelming. It is also common for a person to deny or try to explain away the signs and symptoms of addiction. One should not hesitate to consult with a professional if help is needed to sort things out and get an accurate diagnosis.

[image: 9781598698060_0003_003]Essential 

Remember that addiction is a chronic disease. Addictions and chronic illnesses such as cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and cancer share many common features. They both tend to have a genetic component and are influenced by environmental factors and behaviors.

Take heart and be encouraged. As with other chronic illnesses, the signs and symptoms of addictions do respond to appropriate treatment. Correctly reading the signs and symptoms of addictions  and receiving an accurate diagnosis is the key in choosing treatments that will be effective. There will be additional discussion about treatments later, but in summary, they might include therapy, medications, and long-term lifestyle changes.

When the Line Has Been Crossed 

Determining when the use of potentially addictive substances and compulsive behaviors cease to be fun, entertaining, or experimental is the most important step toward identifying the addiction. The line between recreation and addiction is crossed when control is lost. When addictive substances and behaviors take priority over the necessities of life, they are no longer recreation, hobbies, or fun interests. Humans don’t function well when addictions take over. It is highly unlikely that anyone would engage in addictive behaviors or substance use with the intent of allowing such behaviors or use to take over her life. Quite often, an addicted person is as surprised as everyone else at the power of the addiction.
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