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Understanding the Nature of Addiction to  
Understand Cross Addiction 

By Peggy L. Ferguson, Ph.D. 

Early addiction recovery is a delicate phase and very vulnerable to relapse 
triggers such as cross-addiction. Cross-addiction refers to the propensity 
of individuals with substance use disorder to become addicted to multiple 
mood-altering substances--collectively or serially. To grasp the concept 
fully, one must comprehend the impact of addiction on the brain. Addiction 
is recognized as a brain disorder involving reward, motivation, memory, 
and related circuitry. It alters brain pathways and leads to compulsive drug 
use despite negative consequences. These changes are not a result of 
deliberate choice but rather a neurological response to prolonged 
substance use. All mood-altering drugs impact dopamine levels in the 
brain and affect feelings, thoughts, and behavior. 


Individuals prefer particular drugs according to their needs, availability, 
social acceptability, perceived consequences, and cost. Preferences can 
change as circumstances change. However, changing drugs does not 
restore a non-addicted state; an addicted brain remains qualitatively 
altered.  


Many individuals, especially in the transition to recovery, mistakenly 
believe they can regain control over their drug use by switching drugs. 
This belief is unfounded, as the brain remains in an active state of 
addiction regardless of the substance consumed. Regaining persistent 
control over drug use cannot be achieved through drug substitution. 
Changing drugs only perpetuates the cycle of addiction. 


Recovery requires accepting the reality of the impact of drugs on the brain, 
developing and practicing abstinence techniques, and acquiring 
alternative coping skills to replace the role of substances in one's life. 
Sustained recovery involves a comprehensive life remodel--an approach 
that addresses biological, emotional, psychological, physical, social, and 
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spiritual issues that drive substance use (and relapse). Recovering people 
learn to take on life's challenges without mood-altering drugs. 


It is essential for those in recovery to recognize the futility of switching 
drugs and to focus on long-term strategies for sustained sobriety. 
Recovery is a journey that demands self-awareness, resilience, and a 
commitment to personal growth. By understanding addiction's nature and 
its implications for cross-addiction, individuals can take proactive steps to 
prevent relapse and achieve lasting recovery. Note: This article has been revised 
and edited from its original version, which was previously published in 2009 on this site. The 
content has been updated for clarity and accuracy.
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 "Understanding Cross Addiction to Prevent 
Relapse" offers a comprehensive guide to 
developing a deeper understanding of substance use 
disorder and thwarting relapse triggers. This guide 
offers practical strategies and a valuable Cross 
Addiction Worksheet to enhance self-awareness.
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