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ASAM Definition of Addiction 
Short Definition of Addiction: 
 
• Addiction is a primary, chronic disease of brain reward, motivation, memory and related 

circuitry. Dysfunction in these circuits leads to characteristic biological, psychological, 
social and spiritual manifestations. This is reflected in an individual pathologically 
pursuing reward and/or relief by substance use and other behaviors. 

 
• Addiction is characterized by inability to consistently abstain, impairment in behavioral 

control, craving, diminished recognition of significant problems with one’s behaviors and 
interpersonal relationships, and a dysfunctional emotional response. Like other chronic 
diseases, addiction often involves cycles of relapse and remission. Without treatment or 
engagement in recovery activities, addiction is progressive and can result in disability or 
premature death. 
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Addiction Is a Chronic Disease 
• Persistent risk and/or recurrence of relapse, after periods of abstinence, is another 

fundamental feature of addiction. This can be triggered by exposure to rewarding 
substances and behaviors, by exposure to environmental cues to use, and by exposure to 
emotional stressors that trigger heightened activity in brain stress circuits.4 

 

• As addiction is a chronic disease, periods of relapse, which may interrupt spans of 
remission, are a common feature of addiction. It is also important to recognize that 
return to drug use or pathological pursuit of rewards is not inevitable. 
 

• Engagement in health promotion activities which promote personal responsibility and 
accountability, connection with others, and personal growth also contribute to recovery 

 

 

http://www.asam.org/for-the-public/definition-of-addiction 
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Behavioral manifestations and complications of addiction, primarily 
due to impaired control. 

These can include: 
 
• Excessive use and/or engagement in addictive behaviors, at higher frequencies and/or quantities than the 

person intended, often associated with a persistent desire for and unsuccessful attempts at behavioral 
control;  

• Excessive time lost in substance use or recovering from the effects of substance use and/or engagement in 
addictive behaviors, with significant adverse impact on social and occupational functioning (e.g. the 
development of interpersonal relationship problems or the neglect of responsibilities at home, school or 
work);  

• Continued use and/or engagement in addictive behaviors, despite the presence of persistent or recurrent 
physical or psychological problems which may have been caused or exacerbated by substance use and/or 
related addictive behaviors;  

• A narrowing of the behavioral repertoire focusing on rewards that are part of addiction; and  
• An apparent lack of ability and/or readiness to take consistent, ameliorative action despite recognition of 

problems.  

 
http://www.asam.org/for-the-public/definition-of-addiction 
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Can include: 
 

• Preoccupation with substance use;  
• Altered evaluations of the relative benefits and detriments 

associated with drugs or rewarding behaviors; and  
• The inaccurate belief that problems experienced in one’s life 

are attributable to other causes rather than being a 
predictable consequence of addiction.  
 

http://www.asam.org/for-the-public/definition-of-addiction 

 

Cognitive Changes in Addiction  
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• Increased anxiety, dysphoria and emotional pain;  
• Increased sensitivity to stressors associated with the 

recruitment of brain stress systems, such that “things seem 
more stressful” as a result; and  

• Difficulty in identifying feelings, distinguishing between 
feelings and the bodily sensations of emotional arousal, and 
describing feelings to other people (sometimes referred to 
as alexithymia).  
 

 
http://www.asam.org/for-the-public/definition-of-addiction 

 

Emotional Changes in Addiction: 
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• It is the reward circuitry where reward is registered, and where the most 
fundamental rewards such as food, hydration, sex, and nurturing exert a 
strong and life-sustaining influence 

• Alcohol, nicotine, other drugs and pathological gambling behaviors exert 
their initial effects by acting on the same reward circuitry that appears in 
the brain to make food and sex, for example, profoundly reinforcing 
(http://www.asam.org/for-the-public/definition-of-addiction) 
 

• When men and women pour so much alcohol into themselves that they 
destroy themselves…[d]efying their instinctive desire for self-
preservation, they seem bent on self-destruction.  They work against 
their own deepest instinct.   

• (12 Steps and 12 Traditions, Step 6, p. 64, pub by Alcoholics Anonymous World Services) 
 

How Strong is Addiction?  
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• Recovery from addiction is best achieved through a 
combination of self-management, mutual support, and 
professional care provided by trained and certified 
professionals. 

• As in other health conditions, self-management, with 
mutual support, is very important in recovery from 
addiction. 

• Chronic disease management is important for 
minimization of episodes of relapse and their impact. 
Treatment of addiction saves lives  

http://www.asam.org/for-the-public/definition-of-addiction 

Recovery from Addiction 



How strong is 
addiction?  

• It is the reward circuitry where reward is registered, and where the 
most fundamental rewards such as food, hydration, sex, and 
nurturing exert a strong and life-sustaining influence 

• Alcohol, nicotine, other drugs and pathological gambling behaviors 
exert their initial effects by acting on the same reward circuitry that 
appears in the brain to make food and sex, for example, profoundly 
reinforcing 
(http://www.asam.org/for-the-public/definition-of-addiction) 

• When men and women pour so much alcohol into themselves that 
they destroy themselves…[d]efying their instinctive desire for self-
preservation, they seem bent on self-destruction.  They work against 
their own deepest instinct.  (12 Steps and 12 Traditions, Step 6, p. 64, pub by Alcoholics Anonymous World Services) 
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• Knutson, B et. al.  Anticipation of Increasing Monetary 
Reward Selectively Recruits Nucleus Accumbens.  J. 
Neuroscience, 09/2001. 21(16):RC 159 
 

• Childress, AR et. al.   Limbic Activation during cue-induced 
cocaine craving.   Am J. Psychiatry 156: 11 – 18.   
 

• May be applicable to patients who take medications and 
those who do not 

Anticipatory Reward and Triggering 
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Issues 
• Parity 

• Stigma 

• Fluidity 

• Advocacy (being a voice) 

• What does outcome mean? 

• Disability 

• Bias 
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• Time;   AND over time Things Change 
• Recovery Medicine, integration, Paying 

attention  
• The underlying disease is still present years 

later 
• Families, Friends, Colleagues, Children and 

others 
• Does everybody need treatment to get sober? 
• What about “dry drunks?” 
• Can we partner more with the recovering 

community?  (Rochester tradition) 



May 26, 2016 12 

Recovery 
Recovery is … 

… being honest with myself 

… being able to enjoy life without drinking or using drugs like I used to 

… living a life that contributes to society, to your family or to your betterment 

… being the kind of person that people can count on 

… about giving back 

… striving to be consistent with my beliefs and values in activities that take up 
the major part of my time and energy. 

 

http://whatisrecovery.org/. 
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