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Understanding Addiction 

What is Addiction?  

Definition: 

Compulsive engagement with the substance or behaviour 

Impaired control over the behaviour 

Persistence or relapse, despite evidence of harm 

Dissatisfaction, intense craving and irritability when the drug or activity is not immediately available. 

Notable Brain Changes: 

White Matter: Loss of Learning Capacity 

• Poor capability to make new choices 

• Acquire new information 

• Adapt to new circumstances 

Grey Matter: Emotion/Rationale 

• Regulating emotional impulses 

• Making rational decisions 

• Thinking rationally 

Dopamine 

There is no “one size fits all” answer to addiction. No single approach guarantees success. Each addicted 
individual needs to be met exactly at the place where they find themselves at that moment.  

Addiction originates in a humans desperate attempt to solve a problem: the problem of emotional or physical 
pain, of overwhelming stress, of alienation and a sense of personal inadequacy, of boredom, of social 
lubrication, of lost connection, of loss of control, of a deep discomfort and emptiness with the self. It is an 
attempt to solve the problem of pain. We jeopardize our lives for the sake of making the moment livable. We 
constantly seek something outside of ourselves to curb an insatiable yearning for relief of fulfillment. The 
aching emptiness is perpetual because the substances, objects or pursuits we hope will soothe it are not what 
we really need.  

ALL drugs, including behaviours not substance related, either soothe pain directly or distract from it. 
Therefore, it is not “Why the addiction?”, but “Why the pain?”.  
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People who feel good about themselves do not do things that endanger their bodies. Traumatized people feel 
restless, agitated, tight in the chest. You do not like the way you feel. You take drugs to stabilize yourself.  

Questions to ask yourself: 

- What did the drugs offer you?  

- What did you like about it?  

- What, in the short term did it give you that you liked so much?  

Notes: 

- Boredom, rooted in a fundamental discomfort with the self, is one of the least tolerable mental states 

- The addict craves the absence of the craving state. For a brief moment he’s liberated from emptiness, from 
boredom, from lack of meaning, from yearning, from pain. He is free. 

- Addictions are more about desire than attainment. In the addicted mode, the emotional charge is in the 
pursuit and the acquisition of the desired substance, not necessarily in the enjoyment of it. The greatest 
pleasure is in the momentary satisfaction of attaining it.  

“Just one more’ is the binding factor in the cycle of suffering.”  

 - Sakyong Mipham 

“The meaning of all addictions could be defined as endeavours at controlling our life experiences 
with the help of external remedies. Unfortunately, all external means of improving our life 
experiences are double-edged swords: the are always good and bad. No external remedy improves 
our condition without, at the same time, making it worse.”  

 - Thomas Hora, M.D. 

“Addiction has biological, chemical, neurological, psychological, medical, emotional, social, political, 
economic and spiritual underpinnings - and perhaps others I haven’t thought about. To get anywhere 
near a complete picture we must keep shaking the kaleidoscope to see what other patterns emerge.”  

 - Dr. Gabor Maté
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