The WVNG Coffey Break  

Break  (brāk) definition  verb:  To interrupt or stop  break a habit; 

noun:  A respite or brief pause  taking a break.

Welcome to the June 2009 edition of the WVNG Coffey Break, a monthly Wellness publication for all WV National Guard members and their families.  The objective is to promote wellness, readiness and resiliency by providing information and resources on topics relevant to daily living.

Last month’s topic was drug and alcohol abuse.  The focus this month, Addictions Part II, deals with other types of addictions such as gambling, sexual addiction and workaholism.  Did you know that any kind of behavior can turn into an addiction?   So, before you hit “Delete” on your computer, please take a few minutes to read the information.     

The content of this article isn’t meant to take the place of a formal assessment, but it will help you decide whether you need outside help.  Although the information is provided primarily for people who are concerned about their own addictive behavior, it can also help if you are concerned about a co-worker, friend or family member.

*  *  *  * *

“That of course, is the devil’s bargain of addiction: a short-term good feeling in exchange for the steady meltdown of one’s life.”  - Daniel Goldman

What is Addictive Behavior?

An addictive behavior is any activity that you feel compelled to repeat over and over again even though it provides no genuine long-term pleasure or serves no useful purpose and it impacts your self-esteem. People typically turn to addictive behaviors to cope with unpleasant thoughts or feelings, such as anxiety or sadness, because these behaviors can induce a temporary state of euphoria. The shopaholic, for example, may feel a rush of excitement when making an expensive purchase, even though he or she may later feel shame about acting irresponsibly. 

Common Kinds of Addictive Behavior 
Any kind of behavior can turn into an addiction. Even habits usually considered virtuous such as hard work or thrift can cause problems if you are no longer in control of your behavior. The common kinds of addictive behavior are the following: 

· Sexual Addiction - If sexual activity becomes the primary focus of your life, you may be a sex addict. As many as 6 percent of Americans have this problem, with men outnumbering women by a ratio of four to one. Most sex addicts suffer from other addictions as well. For example, over 40 percent have a substance-abuse problem and about 30 percent are workaholics. 

· Workaholism - Workaholics tend to be high-strung people who neglect their own health. They often suffer from physical symptoms such as headaches, backaches, and ulcers. They think about work constantly, put in long hours, and rarely take vacations. In their eyes, home is just another office. Even though workaholics may feel invested in their family and personal relationships, they are often unaware that their spouses, children, or friends may feel angry with them. 

· Shopaholism - Shopaholics buy on impulse. They go shopping because they feel distressed and anxious, not because they need to make any specific purchases. They often own closets full of clothes that they never wear. Recent studies suggest that this problem is on the rise and may affect as many as 10 percent of the adult population. Shopaholics can't stop even when they start getting deeper and deeper into debt. In fact, as financial pressures mount, they may feel compelled to shop even more frequently in an attempt to alleviate their distress. 

· Compulsive gambling - As many as 3 percent of Americans engage in compulsive gambling, which is more common in men than in women. Compulsive gamblers tend to have unrealistic expectations. They typically overestimate their chances of winning a particular wager. In addition, because they often dream of attaining unlimited wealth, even a large payoff won't deter them from placing another bet. Many gamblers suffer from other addictions or from mental health disorders such as depression. 

· Compulsive overeating - Compulsive overeaters use food as a way to soothe themselves. Some overeaters eat normal amounts of food in front of others and then binge in secret; others "graze" on food constantly throughout the day. Being overweight increases the risk for numerous medical problems, such as high blood pressure, arthritis, diabetes, and heart ailments. However, not all people who are overweight are compulsive overeaters.

· Eating Disorders – An eating disorder is an emotional health condition with potentially life-threatening consequences.  People with eating disorders use food and sometimes, exercise or other kinds of behavior to cope with problems they find overwhelming.  They tend to have distorted images of their own bodies that often lead to dramatic weight losses or gains.  While it’s normal to diet, it’s not normal to keep dieting once the body’s excess fat is gone.  Eating disorders fall into three categories:  anorexia nervosa (extreme weight loss and inability to maintain adequate body weight), bulimia nervosa (binge eating with purging to control weight through the use of diuretics, laxatives, enemas, or self-induced vomiting, and binge-eating disorder (eat uncontrollably but do not purge their body of food).                
· Internet addiction - Internet addicts often spend so much time on the computer that they neglect responsibilities at work or at home. There are several different types of Internet addiction. Some people are intrigued by the sheer amount of information available on the Web and can easily spend hours at a time conducting database searches. Others are hooked on computer games. Because the anonymity of the Web can lead to accelerated intimacy, some people commit "virtual adultery" by becoming over involved with online acquaintances. "Cyber sexual addicts" are obsessed with online pornography or with discussing sexual fantasies in chat rooms or with both. 

It is common for people to overdo it from time to time by, for example, eating too many sweets or going on a shopping spree. But if you find yourself repeatedly engaging in a particular behavior that has a negative effect on your health or well-being or both, you may be struggling with addictive behavior. Being addicted to a self-destructive habit or behavior can be similar to being addicted to drugs or alcohol -- it can cause your life to fall apart. That's why it is important to seek help as soon as you suspect you might have a problem. Sometimes people can stop the bad habit on their own; in some cases, though, treatment by a mental health professional may be needed. 

* * * * *

“I wanted to write about the moment when your addictions no longer hide the truth from you.  When your whole life breaks down.  That’s the moment when you somehow have to choose what your life is going to be about.”  - Chuck Palahnuik

Signs of a Problem

· The behavior becomes all-consuming; for example, you can't stop thinking about sex or work. 

· You rearrange your life to pursue the behavior. 

· You frequently lie to cover up the behavior or lash out at others when they express concern about the behavior. 

· You feel anxious or depressed when you refrain from the behavior. 

· You become isolated or you withdraw from family relationships. 

· You have racing thoughts. 

· You have chronic feelings of numbness. 

· You have suicidal thoughts or hopelessness or both. 

How to Overcome an Addiction

It usually takes time to overcome an addiction. Even if you are successful in stopping an addictive behavior immediately, you will probably still struggle with urges to resume it for a while. The recovery process is not exactly the same for all forms of addictive behavior; however, in general, you might take the following steps: 

· Acknowledge the full extent of the problem. People often use rationalization to maintain their addictions. A workaholic, for example, might believe that he or she really needs to work evenings and weekends to provide economic security for themselves or their family. Acknowledging your irrational behavior can be difficult because you may feel ashamed of yourself. You may also feel guilty about having hurt other people. However, after admitting you have a problem, you are likely to feel relieved that you are addressing it. 

· Talk with a trusted family member or friend, or consider joining a support group. Though you may be reluctant to reach out to others, emotional support can make a big difference. You may be pleasantly surprised by how willing other people are to help. 

· Make a timetable for changing your behavior and set a series of goals. For some forms of addictive behavior, you may need to try to stop "cold turkey." For example, a compulsive gambler will probably want to stop placing any more bets at all. However, in some cases, you will need to wean yourself off your bad habit gradually. If you are an Internet addict, for example, you might start by refraining from checking your e-mail first thing in the morning for a week. You might then set other goals, such as staying away from the computer for a whole day. If you are an overeater, you might try staying away from snack food for a given time frame, say, a day or two. If you don't achieve your goal, set smaller steps. Practice delaying your desire to check your e-mail, for example, for half-hour increments. Try to remember that change usually happens in small steps. 

· Develop a strategy for the "withdrawal" period. Overcoming an addictive behavior can often be as uncomfortable as giving up an addiction to drugs or alcohol. You are likely to feel numerous "withdrawal" effects, such as increased anxiety and irritability. You may also feel as if you simply won't be able to survive without your addiction. Because these feelings are a normal part of the recovery process, you'll need to come up with some ways to manage them. To distract yourself from troubling thoughts, you might choose to take up a new sport or start working out at the gym regularly, take a meditation class, or make plans to spend more time with supportive people. 

· Seek professional counseling. If you can't overcome the problem on your own, don’t blame yourself. Sometimes an addictive behavior can be a symptom of a larger problem, such as depression. If so, you may benefit from mental health treatment such as antidepressant medication or psychotherapy or both to address the underlying problem. Contact the WVNG Director of Psychological Health (contact info at bottom of article), Military One Source, or a local behavioral health provider to schedule an assessment. 

Online Resources

To learn more about addictive behaviors and to find addiction counselors and support groups in your area, you might contact the following national organizations: 

· Co-Dependents Anonymous – www.codependents.org

· Debtors Anonymous – www.debtorsanonymous.org

· Emotions Anonymous – www.emotionsanonymous.org

· National Association of Anorexia Nervosa and Associated Disorders –www.anad.org

· National Council on Problem Gambling – www.ncpgambling.org

· National Eating Disorders Association – www.edap.org

· Overeaters Anonymous – www.overeatersanonymous.org

· Sex Addicts Anonymous – www.saa-recovery.org

· Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous - www.slaafws.org 

· Workaholics Anonymous – www.workaholics-anonymous.org  

 Other Resources

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) at http://www.samhsa.gov or 1-240-276-1660.

National Institute on Drug Abuse at http://www.nida.nih.gov.

Military One Source at http://www.militaryonesource.com  or 1-800-342-9647.

* * * * *

“People spend a lifetime searching for happiness; looking for peace. They chase idle dreams, addictions, religions, even other people, hoping to fill the emptiness that plagues them. The irony is the only place they ever needed to search was within.”  - Ramona L. Anderson

Next Month’s Topic – Emotional Resilience 

Feedback on this article is welcomed.  If you have a concern about yourself or a family member, feel free to contact me.  Services are free and confidential.  I look forward to hearing from you.  So……Step Back, Take a Coffey Break, and Drink to Your Health!
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Elizabeth Coffey, Director of Psychological Health (DPH)

West Virginia National Guard

elizabeth.coffey@us.army.mil
304-561-6690 (office)

304-546-1026 (mobile)

The mission of the National Guard Psychological Health Program is to advocate, promote and guide National Guard members and their families by supporting psychological fitness for operational readiness.  

