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What is an addiction? How do addictions work? Does the brain change when one becomes addicted? Is there a cure for addiction? 
__________________________________________________________ 

For many years scientists have struggled to decipher the mechanism of addiction. Certain substances and behaviors make people feel good (at least in the beginning…) and this is why they experience an urge to go back to whatever made them feel so good. The question to be answered is, “What happens in the human body that makes people feel good?” 

The moment a person takes a drug, trillions of molecules are activated in the whole body, starting a cascade of chemical and electrical processes that will change the arrangement between neurons and other cells. Changes in neurological structure may not be immediately noticeable but sooner or later the impact of the drug will become evident. A major concern is that most of these changes may become irreversible and the consequences of the addiction may haunt the individuals for the rest of their lives. 

Why do people "feel good" when they use certain drugs or experience certain social interactions?

Research shows that several chemicals, called neurotransmitters, are involved in the transmission of information between cells. These substances are actively involved in the exchange of information between neurons and will affect almost every aspect of a person’s psychological function. Some 50 neurotransmitters have been identified to date, and about six are known to play an important role in addiction. Specifically one, called dopamine is very sensitive to the presence of mood-altering drugs. Once those drugs are introduced into the body, dopamine levels vary immediately. Scientists are increasingly convinced that dopamine is closely associated with the addictions caused by several substances including nicotine, alcohol, marijuana, and heroin. 

Dopamine is a substance that behaves as a ferry in the brain, taking messages from one neuron to another. It is associated with the feelings of happiness, pleasure, and elation. The amount of dopamine between the neurons, in the synaptic cleft, can be easily elevated either by a word, a hug, a touch, sex, gambling, watching a game or by the initial pleasure caused by a drug. The levels of dopamine have to be strictly regulated to the ideal level; too little may trigger the tremors and paralysis of Parkinson’s disease; too much can cause the hallucinations and bizarre thoughts of schizophrenia. 

Among the main substances that cause an increase of the amount of dopamine between neurons, the following can be mentioned: alcohol, nicotine, heroin, cocaine, and amphetamines. 

The primary problem with the consumption of mood-altering drugs is that their use will lead to serious consequences such as physiological and/or psychological dependence and serious irreversible damage to the chemical mechanisms in the nervous system. Later, when the dependence becomes stronger, users are likely to compromise their values and make the addictive behavior the highest priority in their lives. They use the drugged state to escape from reality, cover up problems and avoid dealing with feelings, relational problems, problems at work, and problems with the law. In the end they have to deal with life’s final verdict for abuse, death. 

________________________________________________________________ 

The consumption of mood altering drugs leads to serious health consequences
________________________________________________________________
It is estimated that either directly or indirectly, addiction to cigarettes, alcohol and drugs accounts for 30% of all hospital admissions, 25% of all deaths, and the majority of serious crimes. Approximately 85% of people attending court-ordered group therapy for spousal abuse are addicted to alcohol. 

The issue is not whether a drug is legal but rather whether it is detrimental to the normal functioning of the human body. Addiction is not a flaw of character, but a process that is based on biological mechanisms, and is comparable to other forms of mental illness. 

Addicts actually do not crave for the mood altering substances themselves, but they look for the rush of dopamine produced by these drugs. It is not the drug, it is the sensation caused by the dopamine increase that is addictive and creates the desire to use repeatedly. 

What can be expected?

Research for treatment has contributed significantly in past years as new medications are made available to treat addiction. Realistically, it does not seem that the solution for drug addiction resides in finding other drugs capable of fighting mood-altering drugs. Many evidences from current research show that willpower may be one of the key factors for solving one’s addictive problem. Some therapists believe that biochemical abnormalities associated with addiction can be reversed through learning. Cognitive therapy can certainly be of great help as it aids people to better understand their “self” and to supply them with coping skills. 

I believe that one of the most effective treatment systems is Dr. Albert Ellis’ Rational Emotive Behavioral Therapy (REBT) because it includes the “rational” factor. When people are treated within a therapeutic system that challenges their irrational thinking, they will soon have to confront themselves and reconsider their irrationality. When people begin looking straight into the mirror, they don’t like what they see. This may be the first step toward recovery. 

Looking in the mirror and facing one's own irrationality may be the first step to recovery
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