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Objectives

Define avoidance 
and explain the 
pattern of avoidance 
conditioning. 

01
Define addiction and 
explain the 
neurobiological basis 
for addiction.

02
Provide a comparison 
between avoidant 
behaviors and 
addiction.

03
Explain how stress 
can impact the cycle 
of avoidance and 
addiction.

04
Identify trends in 
eating, drinking, and 
smoking during the 
global COVID-19 
pandemic.

05



A puzzle to patients
A puzzle to treat

◦ Making intuitive sense vs intellectual sense of 

these concepts. 

◦ Clinically puzzling.

◦ If avoidance is addictive, is addiction 

avoidance? 



Defining 
Avoidance
◦ Avoidant behaviors are any actions taken to 

escape from difficult thoughts and/or feelings.

◦ Adaptive vs. Maladaptive coping mechanisms.

◦ Key diagnostic feature of several anxiety 
disorders (PTSD, OCD, social phobia, etc.).

◦ Behavioral Frameworks that describe the 
acquisition and maintenance of phobias: 

◦ Classical conditioning & Operant conditioning 

◦ Two-factor learning theory 



Acquisition and 
Maintenance of Phobias
◦ Pavlov’s Dog, 1890’s

◦ Classical conditioning 

◦ Watson & Raynor, 1920

◦ Little Albert

◦ O. Hobart Mowrer, 1951

◦ Two-factor learning theory

◦ Criticism of this learning theory: Fear-based

Medium.com

SMCartledge



Conditioned 
Avoidance
◦ A form of implicit learning.

◦ Avoidance can be a healthy coping mechanism 

when dealing with stress or negative feelings. 

◦ Becomes problematic when it is the primary source 

for stress regulation and coping. 

◦ As avoidant behaviors (drug use, eating comfort 

foods, etc.) increase, the cycle is perpetuated and 

eventually leads to worsening anxiety. 

healthywa.wa.gov.au



Defining 
Addiction
◦ Substance addiction: characterized by a 

recurring desire to continue taking the drug 

despite harmful consequences; typically has a 

chronic, relapse-remitting course.

◦ Non-substance addiction: (behavioral 

addiction): includes pathological gambling, 

food addiction, internet addiction, and mobile-

phone addiction. 

◦ Frameworks: 

◦ Neurobiology of Addiction

◦ Addiction as a Brain Disease

◦ Stress Response and Drug Addiction

Memesmonkey.com



Neurobiology of 
Addiction
◦ Dopamine (DA) is central to the reward circuit

◦ Normal neurotransmitter (NT) transmission is 
tightly controlled, specific to each neuron, 
and is a rapid process Stahl, Essential Psychopharmacology

Kuhar, Coursera



Disordered Neurotransmission 
with Drug Use

Kuhar, Coursera



George et al



ALLOSTASIS IS THE 
SYSTEM THAT HELPS 

TO ACHIEVE 
HOMEOSTASIS. 

ALLOSTATIC LOAD IS 
THE COST TO THE 

SYSTEM. 

David McPhee, PhD



Addiction as a 
Brain Disease

◦ The “addicted” brain is distinctly different from the “nonaddicted” brain: 

◦ There are changes in brain metabolic activity, receptor availability, gene 
expression, and responsiveness to environmental cues which become chronic, 
marked by periods of relapse and remission. 

◦ These physiological alterations should be approached in a similar manner as 
chronic disease states like hypertension and diabetes.

◦ The idea that addiction is initially a voluntary behavior, then transitions 

into a “state of addiction” with compulsive drug seeking and use.



Is Avoidance Addictive?

◦ Avoidant behaviors can become non-substance addictions. 

◦ Avoidance is the act of preventing negative reinforcement from occurring.  

◦ Non-Substance addictions typically do not result in the degree of dysregulation 
that is seen in substance use disorders because the pathophysiology is 
different.  

◦ Vicious Cycles that are parallel ideas.

◦ Dysregulation of the neurobiological circuits coupled with negative 
reinforcement becomes extremely difficult to treat.

◦ Example: alcohol use and PTSD

Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration

healthywa.wa.gov.au



The global pandemic: 
Covid-19

◦ Significant source of stress for many people around the 

world.

◦ Social Isolation, increased stress at home, fewer resources 

and support.

◦ Decreased access to fresh foods, gyms, health care, etc.



Stress & 
Addictive 
Behaviors
◦ “Stress has been 

regarded as the 

single most powerful 

and reliable trigger 

of cravings and 

relapse.” 

– Ruisoto, 2019

Dubey et al



Lockdown Across Multiple Countries

Solomon et al



The Stress Felt Around the World

Solomon et al



TRENDS IN 
DIETARY 
HABITS
◦ Eating trends varied 

widely across the world 

with some adopting 

healthier eating habits 

and others struggling 

more with food 

consumption. 

◦ As BMI increases, there 

is a significant increase 

in the frequency of 

eating and snacking 

with the highest 

amongst obese 

populations.

Sidor et al

Di Renzo et al



TRENDS IN 
ALCOHOL 
CONSUMPTION

◦ Multi-faceted, complex 

problem as most 

avenues for 

socialization have 

closed.

◦ The data on alcohol 

consumption is 

nuanced. 

◦ Example: Study out 
of Poland 

Chodkiewicz et al 



TRENDS IN 
TOBACCO USE
◦ Consumption of 

combustible and 

electronic cigarettes 

varied across 

studies.

◦ Variation was due to 

differences in belief 

as to whether 

smoking is a risk 

factor for contracting 

COVID-19. 

Solomon et al



Unifying these 
concepts

◦ Avoidant behaviors allow for immediate relief from unpleasant 

thoughts or feelings.

◦ People tend to gravitate towards activities that are more 

pleasurable. 

◦ Stress is a trigger!

◦ Trends in addiction medicine identify high-risk groups: 

◦ Eating habits are worse for those with higher BMIs. 

◦ Alcohol consumption is increased for those with higher AUDIT scores, 
less adaptive coping skills, and potentially less social support. 

◦ Smoking consumption has varied according to whether they believe 
their risk for contracting Covid-19 increases or not. 



Breaking and Reversing the Vicious Cycles 



Back to the Puzzle

◦ Making intuitive sense vs intellectual sense of 

these concepts.

◦ How are these concepts inter-related?

◦ Is addiction a form of avoidance? 
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