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Inside the Addicted Brain – Unraveling the Addicted Mind

Welcome to a crucial topic in your recovery journey: inside the addicted brain. Here, 
we will unveil the complex interplay between substance use and brain function. 

As we know, the brain is the command center of your body. When addictive 
substances enter the picture, they interact with your brain’s wiring, often hijacking 
its normal operations.

As we navigate through this chapter, keep in mind that while addiction can rewire 
the brain in challenging ways, there’s also a profound capacity for healing and 
change. Let’s begin this exploration with hope, knowing that your brain is capable of 
remarkable transformation with each step in recovery.

Let me share something personal with you. Back when I was deep in my 
drinking days, I constantly found myself questioning my actions. Why did I do 
the things I did? It was baffling.

Take this one time, for example. I had been out of work for two years and 
finally got a job interview. You’d think I’d do everything to nail it, right? But 
no, I got really drunk the night before. The next day, I was so hungover during 
the interview that it was a disaster. Unsurprisingly, I didn’t get the job.

Afterward, I kept asking myself, “Why couldn’t I just skip drinking for one 
night to ensure I was at my best for that interview?” It seemed like a simple 
decision, but I couldn’t make it.

Here’s the thing I’ve come to understand: My brain was doing what it thought 
was best. Sounds crazy, I know. I was stressed and anxious about the interview, 
and my brain recognized those feelings. Its solution? “Protect” me by 
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prompting me to drink. It was trying to keep me safe in the only way it had 
learned how, through alcohol.

The brain in addiction? It’s a complicated subject. To put it bluntly, when 
addicted, your brain is fucked – it’s a dumpster fire. It makes decisions based on 
flawed patterns picked up over time.

But here’s the silver lining, the excellent news – your brain can be rewired. 
I’m living proof of that. It takes time, effort, and a lot of patience, but it’s 
possible. Your brain can learn new, healthy patterns and ways to cope that 
don’t involve reaching for a drink.

Brain Chemistry and Reward

At the heart of it all is the brain’s reward system. The journey to addiction often 
starts with a quest for pleasure or relief, guided by the brain’s reward system. 
Alcohol stimulates the reward system – sometimes even more powerfully than 
natural rewards like food or sex. 

Over time, your brain starts craving the extreme ‘high’ provided by the substance, 
and that’s where the trouble begins.

	� Dopamine Surge: When you consume an addictive substance, your brain 
experiences a surge of dopamine, a neurotransmitter associated with pleasure 
and reward.

	� Reinforcement of Behavior: This dopamine release reinforces the behavior, 
making you want to repeat the experience, thus beginning the cycle of 
addiction.

Tolerance and Dependence

As you continue to drink, your brain adapts by becoming dependent and developing 
tolerance. 

Alcohol dependence is a critical turning point in the cycle of addiction, where the 
body and brain start to rely on the substance to function ‘normally.’ 

Tolerance is the body’s adaptation to a substance, requiring more to achieve the same 
effects.

	� Physical and Psychological Need: Dependence manifests as a physical and 
psychological need for the substance. It’s no longer about wanting a drink; it’s 
about needing it to avoid discomfort or withdrawal symptoms.

	� Withdrawal Symptoms: The absence of the substance leads to withdrawal 
symptoms – physical and psychological reactions that can range from mild 
discomfort to severe, life-threatening conditions.
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	� Increased Consumption: As tolerance builds, you need more alcohol to reach 
the desired effect, whether it’s relaxation, euphoria, or escape.

	� Diminished Returns: This increased consumption leads to a diminished return 
– the ‘high’ becomes less pronounced, driving a cycle of increased use.

The Cycle of Addiction

This cycle of seeking pleasure, building tolerance, experiencing withdrawal, and then 
seeking the substance again forms the core cycle of addiction. It’s a vicious circle that 
keeps tightening its grip unless intervened.

Grasping the cycle of addiction is vital in breaking its hold. This cycle is a series of 
stages that individuals often unknowingly repeat, trapping them in a pattern of 
substance dependence.

Initial Use:

	� Voluntary Beginning: The cycle typically starts with voluntary use. Maybe it’s a 
drink to ease social anxiety or experimenting out of curiosity. At this stage, the 
use of the substance seems harmless and controlled.

	� Pleasure Response: The brain responds to the substance by releasing 
dopamine, creating a feeling of pleasure or relief. This positive feeling is what 
initially draws you back to the substance.

Increased Use and Abuse:

	� Seeking Repetition: As you seek to recreate or enhance that initial pleasurable 
experience, the frequency and quantity of substance use begin to increase.

	� Shift from Use to Abuse: Gradually, what may have started as occasional use 
shifts into abuse. This is marked by a noticeable increase in the substance’s role 
in your life. It’s no longer about occasional enjoyment; it becomes a vital part of 
your routine or a way to cope with stress, sadness, or other emotions.

Tolerance Development:

	� Body’s Adaptation: With continued use, your body begins to adapt. You develop 
a tolerance, which means you need more of the substance to achieve the same 
effect.

	� Escalation of Use: This tolerance leads to an escalation in the amount and 
frequency of use, pushing you further into the cycle of addiction.
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Dependence and Cravings:

	� Physical and Psychological Dependence: Your body depends on the substance 
to function over time. You might experience cravings and find it hard to 
imagine life without the substance.

	� Impact on Daily Life: Dependence can start to affect your daily life, influencing 
your decisions, relationships, and responsibilities.

Negative Consequences:

	� Physical and Mental Health Decline: Continuous abuse of the substance 
can lead to deteriorating physical and mental health, relationship problems, 
financial difficulties, and legal issues.

	� Denial and Rationalization: Despite these negative consequences, denial 
and rationalization can prevent you from recognizing the full extent of the 
problem.

Understanding these stages is a crucial step towards interrupting the cycle. 
Recognizing where you are in this cycle can help you to identify the changes you 
need to make and find the appropriate support and strategies to break free from 
addiction’s grip.

The Brain’s Pattern Recognition in Addiction

The brain’s innate ability to recognize and respond to patterns significantly 
influences the cycle of addiction.

	� Constant Input and Response: Our brain is a master at processing many 
inputs — everything from environmental cues to internal emotional states. 
It interprets these inputs and reacts based on patterns formed from past 
experiences.

	� Linking Substance Use to Relief: Particularly in cases of stress or anxiety, the 
brain starts to connect the use of a substance with relief or escape. This can 
turn into a habitual response, where the brain’s default solution to stress or 
anxiety becomes substance use.

	� Reinforcement of Unhealthy Coping: Over time, this pattern strengthens. The 
more frequently the substance is used to cope with stress or anxiety, the more 
entrenched this pattern becomes. The brain starts to rely on this pattern as a 
coping mechanism, further fueling the cycle of addiction.
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Survival Instinct Gone Awry: The Brain’s Paradox in Addiction

The brain’s instinctual drive to protect and survive can, paradoxically, become a 
destructive force in addiction, leading to a detrimental cycle where the brain’s efforts 
to ‘keep us safe’ inadvertently cause harm.

	� Misinterpretation of Needs: In the throes of addiction, the brain begins to 
misinterpret the need for the addictive substance as a survival necessity, akin to 
the need for food or water. This misinterpretation results from the altered brain 
chemistry and reinforced behavioral patterns.

	� The Brain’s Response to Stress: Typically, the brain responds to stress by 
seeking relief. In addiction, this relief is increasingly found in the substance, 
reinforcing the idea that the substance is a necessary tool for survival.

	� Perpetuating the Cycle: This survival instinct, coupled with the addictive 
pattern, creates a vicious cycle. The more the brain believes that the 
substance is key to survival, the more it craves it, even in the face of negative 
consequences.

	� Redefining Normalcy: Over time, the presence of the substance becomes the 
brain’s new ‘normal.’ The absence of the substance is perceived as a threat to 
the brain’s equilibrium, triggering withdrawal symptoms and intense cravings.

	� The Irony of Protection: Ironically, the very mechanism meant to protect 
us—our survival instinct—becomes a threat to our well-being in addiction. 
The brain’s efforts to keep the body functioning through the addiction become 
counterproductive, leading to physical and psychological harm.

Rewiring the Brain: Hope in Neuroplasticity

Understanding neuroplasticity offers a beacon of hope in addiction recovery, 
highlighting the brain’s remarkable ability to adapt and change, even after prolonged 
substance abuse.

The Concept of Neuroplasticity: Neuroplasticity refers to the brain’s ability to 
reorganize physically and functionally throughout your life in response to your 
environment, behavior, and thoughts. This adaptability is the cornerstone of 
recovery.

Healing and Growth:

	� Undoing Addictive Wiring: With sustained abstinence and engagement in 
recovery activities, your brain starts to reverse the neural pathways that were 
strengthened during addiction.

	� Embracing Healthy Alternatives: Activities like therapy, mindfulness practices, 
and healthy lifestyle changes contribute to the healing process, gradually 
diminishing the brain’s reliance on the substance for coping.
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Developing New Pathways:

	� Forming Healthier Habits: Engaging in new, positive behaviors and learning 
can stimulate the brain to create new, healthier neural pathways. This could 
include anything from exercise and hobbies to new social connections that 
support sobriety.

	� Strengthening Recovery Pathways: Repeatedly practicing these healthy 
behaviors reinforces these new pathways, making sober choices more 
automatic and less effortful.

The Role of Support and Environment:

	� Positive Influences: Surrounding yourself with a supportive recovery 
environment and community can significantly aid the brain’s rewiring process, 
offering encouragement and accountability.

	� Avoiding Triggers: Minimizing exposure to triggers and stressful situations 
helps prevent the reactivation of old addictive neural pathways.

Resilience and Patience in the Process:

	� Acknowledging the Time Factor: Rewiring the brain is a gradual process; it 
requires time, patience, and persistent effort.

	� Celebrating Small Victories: Recognizing and celebrating small milestones in 
your recovery journey can reinforce your commitment and motivation, further 
aiding the rewiring process.

Your Addicted Brain in Action - Be Mindful of These Signs

As you embark on your recovery journey, it’s essential to recognize the signs of your 
addicted brain in action. Being aware of these indicators can help you understand 
when your brain is falling back into old patterns and allow you to steer back on 
course. Here are some key signs to be mindful of:

	� Cravings and Urges: Sudden, intense desires to use the substance, often 
triggered by stress, certain people, places, or even specific times of the day.

	� Rationalizing Substance Use: Finding excuses to use the substance, minimizing 
its impact, or convincing yourself that “just one time” won’t hurt.

	� Neglecting Responsibilities: Skipping or not caring about work, family, or 
personal responsibilities due to preoccupation with substance use.

	� Mood Swings: Experiencing unexplained or heightened emotions like 
irritability, sadness, or frustration, especially in situations where substance use 
is not an option.
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	� Social Withdrawal: Isolating from friends and family, especially those who 
support your sobriety, and preferring to be alone or with others who use 
substances.

	� Returning to Harmful Patterns: Noticeable slip back into behaviors and habits 
associated with the height of your addiction.

	� Ignoring Negative Consequences: Continuing to use the substance despite 
clear negative impacts on health, relationships, or finances.

Recognizing these signs is a critical step in maintaining control over your recovery 
and preventing relapse. Be vigilant and proactive in addressing these warning 
signals.

Wrap-Up: Navigating the Complexities of the Addicted Brain

As we conclude this section on the brain in addiction, remember that understanding 
these complex processes is a powerful tool in your recovery journey. Recognizing 
how addiction alters the brain, being aware of the cycle it creates, and knowing the 
signs when your addicted brain is influencing your behavior are all crucial steps 
towards regaining control.

Most importantly, hold onto the hope that comes with neuroplasticity — the 
knowledge that your brain can and will adapt and heal over time. The path to 
recovery is not just a battle of willpower; it’s a process of retraining your brain, 
creating new patterns, and learning healthier coping methods.

Remember, every step forward, no matter how small, is a step towards a healthier 
brain and you. Keep moving forward, stay mindful, and embrace the journey of 
change with patience and perseverance.

“One of the hardest things was learning that I was worth 
recovery.” – Demi Lova
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Exercise: Unpacking the Addicted Brain

Objective: To gain insight into how your addicted brain operates and identifies 
strategies to counteract its influence.

Identifying Misguidance: Reflect on instances where your addicted brain misguided 
you, especially during times of stress or emotional turmoil. 

Write down three specific situations explaining how your addicted brain led to 
substance use, describe your underlying thoughts and feelings, and the consequences 
of your behaviors.

I felt inadequate and disrespected. My confidence was shattered, and I 
was overwhelmed with anxiety and a sense of worthlessness. I thought 
drinking would ease my mind and help me forget the day's events.

I had a particularly stressful meeting at work where I felt criticized 
and undervalued. On my way home, my mind was racing with negative 
thoughts. To numb these feelings, I stopped by a bar and drank more 
than I intended.

The next day, I woke up with a severe hangover and missed an important 
morning meeting. My colleagues noticed my absence, and it further 
damaged my professional reputation. The worsening of my work 
situation and personal well-being overshadowed the temporary relief 
from drinking.

Describe Incident

Thoughts and Feelings

Consequences

Example
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Describe Incident

Describe Incident

Thoughts and Feelings

Thoughts and Feelings

Consequences

Consequences

Situation 1

Situation 2

Exercise: Unpacking the Addicted Brain (continued-1)
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Describe Incident

Thoughts and Feelings

Consequences

Situation 3

Exercise: Unpacking the Addicted Brain (continued-2)

How does understanding the brain’s role in addiction influence your perspective 
on these incidents?
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Exercise: Unpacking the Addicted Brain (continued-3)

Recognizing Rationalizations: List common rationalizations or excuses your addicted 
brain conjures to justify substance use. How can you challenge these rationalizations 
moving forward?

Rationalization

Example

Challenge

I had a tough day and deserve a 
drink to relax. One drink won’t 
hurt.

Remind myself of past experiences 
where "one drink" led to more 
and the negative consequences 
that followed.
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Identify and Combat Triggers: List five triggers that make you want to “use” and 
ways to combat them. 

Exercise: Unpacking the Addicted Brain (continued-4)

Trigger

Example

Combat It

Driving past my favorite liquor 
store.

Use an alternate route.
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Exercise: Unpacking the Addicted Brain (continued-5)
Refecting on what you now know about how the addicted brain influences your 
thoughts and behaviors: 

In general, how does understanding the brain’s role in addiction impact your 
recovery?

Moving forward, how can you approach  situations differently, now armed with 
knowledge about the addicted brain’s protective mechanisms?

Can you identify patterns in the way your addicted brain responds to stress or fear? 
Write them down below.


