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CONCEPT CHECK

•• What are the primary steps in a treatment for drug addiction? Why is treating addiction such a 
difficult process?

•• What are the principles for effective treatment as proposed by the National Institute of Drug 
Abuse?

•• What psychosocial therapy approaches have been used with addiction?
•• What are the primary characteristics that describe a 12-step program? Is it a treatment for 

addiction? Why or why not?
•• What is the main principle behind the controlled drinking approach? Is it an effective treatment 

for alcohol addiction? Why or why not?
•• It seems paradoxical to treat drug addiction with drugs. What three different approaches do 

pharmacological treatments use?

SUMMARY

The use of psychoactive substances has been part of our evo-
lutionary history. Psychoactive substances use the same net-
works in the brain that are associated with a feeling of social 
well-being. In particular, the opioid system in the brain that 
is involved in the addiction to morphine and heroin is also 
involved in the satisfaction derived from social relationships, 
sexual stimulation, and eating tasty food.

Researchers make a distinction between drug use, drug 
abuse such as binge drinking, and addiction. In this chap-
ter, the focus was on the addictive properties of the drug 
and the manner in which they are processed by our bodies, 
experienced in emotional and cognitive terms, and treated. 
Addiction was also described in terms of substance depen-
dence. There are three major components to dependence: 
(1) the desire to seek and take a certain substance; (2) the
inability to avoid or limit the intake of the substance; and
(3) the experience of negative emotional states when the
substance is not available. Substance abuse and addiction 
are burdens not only to the individual person, but also to 
the family and society at large.

There is no one answer as to what causes addiction, but 
related factors include (1) timing of first use; (2) genetic 
factors and their relationship with the environment; and 
(3) environmental factors such as stress and/or low socio-
economic level and their role in terms of epigenetics.
There is a pattern seen in addiction: (1) intoxication—the
initial positive experience of taking the drug leads to a
compulsion to seek and take it; (2) bingeing—the indi-
vidual loses control in the ability to limit intake of the
drug; (3) withdrawal—emergence of a negative emo-
tional state when the substance is unavailable or access

to it is limited; and (4) what once gave a positive feeling 
now does little, and the individual needs the drug to feel 
normal.

Drugs change the brain. This works in a manner similar to 
how all learning changes your brain, although drug addic-
tion seems to last longer than simple learning. Neurosci-
ence studies show the rewarding effect of drugs is their 
ability to increase dopamine. Drug addiction can be seen 
as one form of enhanced motivation. Not only can drugs 
change your brain, but they can also take over the cogni-
tive, emotional, and physiological mechanisms that we use 
for everyday life. They take over the brain mechanisms that 
are involved in reward. In addiction, compulsive drug use 
limits our level of human functioning. It is largely reduced 
to seeking means for obtaining the drug.

DSM–5 describes three substance-related disorders for 
each of the substances covered in this chapter: (1) sub-
stance use disorder, which is a pattern of use that leads to 
significant impairment or distress; (2) substance intoxica-
tion disorder, which develops during or shortly after sub-
stance ingestion; and (3) substance withdrawal disorder, 
which occurs following the cessation of, or reduction in, 
prolonged substance use.

In most humans, the experience of alcohol intake includes 
pleasant subjective experiences that may lead to increased 
social interactions. This is partly related to the effects of alco-
hol on such neurotransmitters as serotonin, endorphins, and 
dopamine. Alcohol will also decrease inhibition by reducing 
the effects of the GABA system, which is associated with anx-
iety. However, if the amount of alcohol intake is increased, it 




