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Overview of Workshop

1. Assessing and treating the Addict

2. Understanding the Role of the Spouse

3. Integrating the Principles of Recovery and Development in 
Couples Therapy

4. Getting Unstuck: Role-playing interventions based on 
participant questions
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Thinking Holistically About Addiction 

• Physical:  A brain disorder

• Emotional:  Self medication for symptoms of PTSD and/or 

developmental trauma disorder

• Psychological:  Cognitive/perceptional distortions that contribute to 
and perpetuate the problem

• Spiritual: An existential wound; life at low bottom

• God – gift of desperation

• Relational :  an arrested attachment bond that is symbiotic in nature
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The Vulnerable Brain
There is lots of evidence today supporting the fact that 
certain brains are vulnerable/susceptible to addiction. 

• Genetics 

• Early abuse, trauma, or neglect

• Later stressful events

• Mental disorders, such as depression &/or anxiety
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Wired For 
Addiction

• The part of the brain affected by addiction is 

located in the older regions of the brain – the 
limbic & reptilian brains.

• This part of the brain is known as the 
“mesolimbic dopamine system” - more 

commonly known as the “pleasure pathway” 
or “reward pathway” .  It’s normal function is 
to help us have a happy life, moving toward 

the positive and away from the negative.
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Wired For 
Addiction

• It involves the nucleus accumbens, the 
amygdala and the ventral tegmental area, with 
projections into the pre-frontal cortex.

• These parts of the brain produce the 
neurotransmitter, dopamine, which is the 
primary neurotransmitter involved in addiction.

• Dopamine communicates:  “I gotta have it” 

and it creates an insatiability in the system, 
that explains the loss of control all addicts 
experience. 
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The 
Abnormalities 

of Addicted 
Brains

• The floodgates open up and 
dopamine pours into the system –
creating a ‘euphoric’ feeling, while 
simultaneously reducing serotonin

• The process of dopamine flooding 
doesn’t shut off. 

• ‘Normies’ never have this problem.  
They don’t pass out at a party. They 
don’t puke all over their shoes. They 
don’t black out.
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Normal Reaction Abnormal Reaction
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It is a totally abnormal reaction 
to the drug alcohol

Dependency is a neuro-chemical imbalance 
that involves disruption of normal cell activity 
as it’s basic cause - in the neurons. It is called 

neurotransmitter dysregulation. 
(Erickson, 2007), (Vaillant, 2012)
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Sally realizing that she 
can’t drink any more
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The 
Problem 

Gets 
Worse

• Changes in the brain in the form of 
dopamine receptor down-regulation 
create a vicious cycle of dependency. 

• These brain adaptations now support 
the addict needing more of the drug of 
choice just to feel normal, and without 
it there is a low mood - depression, 
irritability, and restlessness.  

• Something doesn’t feel ok – which a 
drink, drug, or behavior can fix!
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Most importantly, because so much of what is 
happening in addiction is taking place below the 

neocortex and consciousness…

People don’t know they are becoming 
addicted until it is too late!
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Assessing the 3 Categories of Users

1. Recreational Users – don’t have a problem

2. Abusers – abuse their drug of choice from time to 
time, or during a period of their life; but can stop and 
do not have cravings, are not resentful about it, nor 
feel remorse, regret, or self-pity

3. Addicts – have lost (some) control over the amount 
they use and are unable to stop entirely when they try
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W I L L P O W E R ?

The idea that people lack ‘willpower’ or are 
somehow just ‘weak’ does not correspond with 

the science of addiction.

Eventually, loss of plasticity of neuronal 

responses in these centres renders abstinence 
beyond the reach of willpower, beyond the 

reach of conditioning and beyond the reach of 
psychoanalytic insight. (Valliant, 2012)
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The 
Emotional 
Barometer 

& 
Willpower 

Gap
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Treating 
the 

Addict
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Treating 
the Addict:

It’s a Disease 
Not a Disgrace

ØOnce an addict, always an addict - not a 

death sentence

ØIt's an acceptance of your physiological 

state as a way to find peace

ØThe key to understanding is to remember 

that Addiction is not in the substance or 

behavior – it’s in the brain - it’s not just 

about tolerance or withdrawal, it’s about 

when we are trying to stop and can’t 
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Cognitive/Perceptual Distortions
There are common ways in which the addict thinks and perceives 
the world that predict ongoing problems with emotional sobriety if 
not addressed.  

These include:

ØAll or nothing thinking - “I will never laugh again”

ØIntense self loathing - “I’m a waste of space”

ØTendency to catastrophize - “There’s a mole, I must be dying of cancer”

ØOverall negative world view - “We’re all going to hell anyway”

ØOppositional - (You can tell an alcoholic, you just can’t tell her much)
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Cognitive/Perceptual Distortions

ØDelusional Thinking – “What problem, I don’t have a problem.”

ØFull of Fear - “the very fabric of our existence was riddled with it…”

ØOngoing self absorbed behavior: “I can go to as many meetings as 
I want and I don’t care if you like it or not.”

ØThin-skinned – highly sensitive to criticism/Defensive

Most importantly: 

ØFundamentally Dishonest – lie even when it would be just as easy 

to tell the truth – The Saboteur – feeds off the lies of addiction
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The Audit & 
Cage

Simple & reliable test to confirm 
whether someone has crossed the 
line into addictive use of alcohol or 
drugs.

Gives objective evidence that is not 
‘your opinion.’

Can help open the dialogue for what 
is next.
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Sex Addiction 
Assessments
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Sex Addiction Assessments
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Addressing the Addiction: 
Balance Recovery & Therapy

1. Refer them to a 12 step group: Superior in the following 
ways:

1. External Supervision

2. Substitute Dependency

3. New Love Relationships

4. Spirituality            (Valliant, 2012)
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Give options if they don’t want 12 Step 
recovery

Include a relapse prevention plan that incorporates 
the best of what works:

v people to call/connect with 
v Inspirational/spiritual daily reading 
v Basic meditation time/self soothing strategies
v Activities that are fun, creative, novel – that 

stimulate dopamine in a healthy way
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3 Strategies to Overcome Resistance

1. Explore their plan to control & enjoy their drinking without 
interfering with their relationship work; create system for 
monitoring.

2. Ask for a 3 month hiatus from their drug of choice and 
create a system for monitoring. 

3. Offer a ‘quid pro quo’ so that if their plan is unsuccessful, 
you have an agreement to try your plan.
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The Role 
of Trauma 

& the 
Emotional 
Barometer

• Majority of addiction is propelled by 
underlying trauma - early 
developmental trauma, or later events

• Willpower will be insufficient to 
manage the emotional dysregulation, 
and negative cognitive distortions that 
drive the need to numb out

• Addiction creates more trauma in a 
vicious cycle
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The 
Vicious 

Cycle of 
Addiction 
& Trauma
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Treating 
the 
Spouse
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Treating 
the 

Spouse

Ø Not necessarily an ally – so not  
always easy to manage

Ø Attention to FOO issues – & 
what is being reenacted; 
trauma triggers stimulated by 
addiction

Ø Timely confrontation to 
illuminate their contribution to 
the relationship problems
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Case Examples:

1.  Richard & Sara 
-The need for a ‘perfect’ wife.

2.  Katerina & Joe
-She wanted him to change, but not that much.

3.  Carla & Don 
-His recovery placed her in absolute hell.
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Developmental 
Couples Therapy

With 
Addicts
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Stages of Couples Development

1) Symbiotic - Symbiotic
2) Symbiotic - Differentiating
3) Symbiotic - Practicing
4) Differentiating - Differentiating
5) Practicing - Practicing
6) Practicing - Rapprochement
7) Rapprochement - Rapprochement 
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SYMBIOTIC –
SYMBIOTIC

CONFLICT-
AVOIDANT

• Sweep things under the carpet, sometimes for 
decades. 

• Avoid anything that creates tension and so 
never get past the initial stage of couples 
development. 

• Can be really nice or can be exuding tension 
and stress whenever you are around them.

• Difficult to work with – as P. Pearson says, 
“getting them motivated is like lighting a fire 
underwater.” 

• The addict ‘uses’ to avoid both the pain of the 
past and the fear of intimacy in the present.  

• The spouse is often an over-functioner who 
“goes along to get along” and is filled with 
resentment.

© The Good Life Therapy Centre 2017



4/5/17

7

SYMBIOTIC -
SYMBIOTIC

HOSTILE-
DEPENDENT

• Fighting constantly; very hostile over 
almost everything

• Often did not have a ‘honeymoon’ 
period in their relationship

• Difficulty self-soothing and soothing 
the one another

• Blaming; shaming and finger 
pointing

• Very little personal accountability
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SYMBIOTIC-
PRACTICING

• One partner wanting to stay in denial 
and a return to the ‘comfort’ of the 
familiar

• Feels threatened by the new-found 
life of the partner in recovery

• Partner in recovery feels ‘smothered’ 
by the partner

• Long repressed feelings of 
resentment and disillusionment begin 
to surface

• “Don’t leave me – Leave me Alone”
(Bader-Pearson Developmental Model)
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Interrupting Symbiosis Supports 
Principles of Recovery

PUSH DIFFERENTIATION:

• Tell the truth
• Reveal More 
• Own the fears that drive defensiveness
• Learn to be vulnerable
• Learn to be more giving; positive & 

appreciative
• Develop independent sources of support 

alongside one another

© The Good Life Therapy Centre 2017

EMOTIONAL 
SOBRIETY

Ø Ongoing work of diminishing denial, 
regression & enabling behaviors

Ø Quieting the ‘saboteur’ in both addict & 
spouse – encouraging truth-telling to 
replace the fantasy of addiction 
dynamics

Ø It is long term and difficult work –
weaving the principles of recovery –
honesty, open-mindedness and 
willingness to change into the 
process of ongoing differentiation-
shifting alliances from symbiotic 
dependency to healthy relationship 
growth
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Addiction & Trauma (T. Dayton, 2000)
Alcoholics Anonymous: Cult or Cure? (G. Valliant, 2011) Keynote.   Vancouver Conference.

Audit/Cage Test: http://www.additionsandrecovery.org/addiction-self-test.htm
Complex Integration of Multiple Brain Systems,. Vancouver training.  (A. Sheldon & B. 
Winstanley 2014).

The Craving Brain (R. Rudin, 1997)
Emotional Sobriety: From Relationship Trauma to Resilience & Balance (T. Dayton, 2010)

The Mindful Brain (D. Siegel, 2007
Healing the Addicted Brain: (H. Urschel, 2009). 

In	Quest	of	the	Mythical	Mate:	A	Developmental	Approach .	(E.	Bader	&	P.	Pearson,	1988)

Sexhelp.com;  CHS – Centre for Healthy Sex
The Neuroscience of Addiction (Walker, 2008 - Center on Drug & Alcohol Research). 

http://cdar.uky.edu/Downloads/The_Science_of_Addiction_-_Mar_2008_-_NKY.pdf
The Science of Addiction (C. Erickson, 2007)

Treating the Alcoholic Family System (S. Brown, 1999)
When Your Brain Can’t Say No (M. Lemonick) in TIME - Your Brain: A User’s Guide, 2009.
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