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Examples of Cross-Addiction Relapse 

By Peggy L. Ferguson, Ph.D. 
Cross-addiction presents a formidable obstacle for many individuals on 
their path to recovery. It is a common phenomenon of substance use 
disorder. Cross addiction means that the dependence on alcohol or any 
other mood-altering substance can easily transition into dependence on 
other substances within the same category.


These examples of cross-addiction illustrate the complex nature of this 
phenomenon:


Masking the Addiction: 
Some individuals turn to other mood-altering substances as a means to 
conceal their substance use. For example, individuals with alcohol 
dependence may switch to alternative substances to mask the 
recognizable signs of alcohol consumption, such as the odor. They believe 
they can evade detection and maintain their secretive substance use by 
substituting their primary drug of choice.


Alleviating Withdrawal Symptoms: 
Cross-addiction may also arise when individuals attempt to mitigate the 
discomfort of withdrawal. It is not uncommon for individuals trying to 
transition to recovery to turn to a different substance to alleviate or lessen 
withdrawal symptoms. However, this misguided approach often 
perpetuates the cycle of addiction rather than facilitating genuine recovery.


Adapting to Changing Drug Effects: 
The effects of a particular drug on the body may evolve, and cross 
addiction may emerge as an adaptive response. Individuals may transition 
to another substance that produces similar sensations or effects to sustain 
the desired experience.
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Swapping One Addiction for Another: 
Some individuals exchange their primary substance for another in an 
attempt to regain control over their addiction. They may believe that a 
different substance will carry fewer negative consequences. However, this 
strategy often proves counterproductive, as the underlying substance use 
disorder persists regardless of the specific substance consumed.


Strategic Substance Use: 
Individuals with substance use disorder often employ various substances 
for distinct purposes, establishing a predictable pattern of specific drug 
consumption. By utilizing different drugs to achieve particular outcomes, 
individuals aim to manage their addiction, inadvertently exacerbating the 
cycle of dependence.


Cross-Tolerance and Shifting Drug Preferences: 
Cross-tolerance plays a significant role when individuals switch 
substances. Upon transitioning to a new substance, a certain level of 
tolerance from the original drug transfers to the new one. Cross-tolerance 
perpetuates addiction by maintaining the body's physiological reliance on 
mood-altering substances.


Effects of Cross-Addiction: 
The ramifications of cross-addiction are extensive, including the 
resurfacing of cravings for the individual's primary drug of choice, 
reactivation of defenses that rationalize and facilitate substance use, 
exposure to environments conducive to drug use, and the unfortunate 
cycle of shifting from one preferred substance to another. True abstinence 
becomes elusive.


It is crucial to understand that merely changing one's drug of choice does 
not equate to recovery. By simply substituting one substance for another, 
individuals impede their progress in overcoming the detrimental effects of 
addiction. Recognizing relapse as a multifaceted process entails returning 
to old thoughts, emotions, and behavior patterns.


Comprehending the complexity of cross-addiction and its manifestations 
is vital for individuals in recovery and those supporting them. Increasing 
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awareness about the dangers of cross-addiction enhances the likelihood 
of sustainable long-term recovery. Recovery involves identifying the 
factors that perpetuate substance use, replacing the roles that alcohol and 
other drugs play in one's life with healthy living skills.  Recovery also 
involves developing a new life that cultivates sobriety and recovery of the 
mind, body, and spirit. 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 
contemporary language, clarity and accuracy.
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To further explore the complexities of cross-addiction, 
read "Understanding Cross-Addiction to Prevent 
Relapse." This ebook takes a more in-depth look at the 
topic and provides invaluable tools to address cross-
addiction issues. Gain more knowledge about the 
nature of addiction, cross-addiction dynamics, and 
how they contribute to relapse in recovery. With 
practical insights and a helpful worksheet for relapse 
prevention, this guide empowers you to protect your 
journey toward a healthier, addiction-free life. Invest 
in your sobriety and ensure your continued success 
on the path to recovery.

$9.95
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