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For my patients, who continue to inspire me every day.
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Praise for

DOPAMINE NATION

“Explore[s] the dichotomy between seeking a readily accessible hit of dopamine—from our phones, gambling, or a bag of Fritos—and maintaining healthy, productive, stable lives.”

—The New York Times, Inside the Bestseller List

“[An] eye-opening survey on pleasure-seeking and addiction . . . Readers looking for balance will return to Lembke’s informative and fascinating guidance.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Fascinating case histories, and a sensible formula for treatment.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Anna Lembke deeply understands an experience I hear about often in the therapy room at the nexus between our modern addictions and our primal brains. Her stories of guiding people to find a healthy balance between pleasure and pain have the power to transform your life.”

—Lori Gottlieb, “Dear Therapist” columnist at The Atlantic,

New York Times bestselling author of Maybe You Should Talk to Someone

“Just when you thought you knew all you needed to know about the addiction crisis, along comes Dr. Anna Lembke with her second brilliant book on the topic—this one not about a drug but about the most powerful chemical of all: the dopamine that rules the pain and pleasure centers of our minds. In an era of overconsumption and instant gratification, Dopamine Nation explains the personal and societal price of being ruled by the next fix—and how to manage it. No matter what you might find yourself overindulging in—from the internet to food to work to sex—you’ll find this book riveting, scary, cogent, and cleverly argued. Lembke weaves patient stories with research in a voice that’s as empathetic as it is clear-eyed.”

—Beth Macy, author of Washington Post Best Book of the Year and

New York Times Notable Book of 2018 and bestseller Dopesick: Dealers, Doctors, and the Drug Company That Addicted America

“We all desire a break from our routines and those parts of life that upset us. What if, instead of trying to escape these things, we learn to turn toward them, to reach a peaceful harmony with ourselves and the people we share our lives with? Lembke has written a book that radically changes the way we think about mental illness, pleasure, pain, reward, and stress. Turn toward it. You’ll be happy you did.”

—Daniel Levitin, New York Times bestselling author of The Organized Mind and Successful Aging




INTRODUCTION

I wrote this workbook as a companion to Dopamine Nation for individuals, parents, families, counselors, therapists, teachers, and others who want to go beyond narrative and engage in practices that will reset reward pathways for a more flourishing life. If that’s you, then I’m so excited for the journey we’re about to take together.

As in Dopamine Nation, the big idea in this book is that abundance itself is a stressor, contributing to rising rates of addiction, depression, anxiety, and suicide all over the world. More humans than ever before have their basic survival needs met (food, clothing, shelter). We also have more disposable income, more access to luxury goods, and more leisure time than at any point in human history, even among the poorest of the poor. (By 2040, the number of leisure hours in a typical day in the United States is projected to be 7.2 hours, with just 3.8 hours of daily work.) Almost every aspect of human life has been engineered to be more positively reinforcing, more accessible, more novel, and more potent . . . in other words, addictive.

Yet according to survey reports, people are less happy, more depressed, and more anxious today than they were thirty years ago. They’re also dying younger. Seventy percent of global deaths today are related to modifiable risk factors such as smoking, physical inactivity, and poor diet. Most perplexing of all, the richer the country and the more access to mental health treatment, the unhappier, more depressed, and more anxious its people are, a phenomenon I call the Plenty Paradox.

In addition to the stress of overabundance, I suspect we’re getting something fundamentally wrong about mental health. Over the course of my career as a psychiatrist, I have seen more and more patients, including otherwise healthy young people with loving families, elite education, and relative wealth, who suffer from life-shattering depression and anxiety. Their problem isn’t trauma, social dislocation, or poverty. It’s overabundance, and the way that constant exposure to quick pleasures changes our brains.

A patient of mine, Justin, a bright and thoughtful young man in his early twenties, came to see me for debilitating anxiety and depression. Having dropped out of college, he was living with his parents and vaguely contemplating suicide. He was also playing video games most of every day and late into every night.

Twenty years ago the first thing I would have done for a patient like this would have been to prescribe an antidepressant. Today I recommended something altogether different: a dopamine fast. I suggested he abstain from all video games for one month.

“Whaaaat?” he said. “Why would I do that?! Playing video games is the only thing that gives me any relief.”

As I explained to this patient, when we do something we enjoy—like playing video games—the brain releases a little bit of dopamine, our reward neurotransmitter, and we feel good. But one of the most important discoveries in the field of neuroscience in the past seventy-five years is that pleasure and pain are processed in the same parts of the brain. The brain tries hard to keep them in balance. Whenever the balance tips in one direction, our brains work to restore neutrality, which neuroscientists call homeostasis, by tipping in the other direction.

As soon as dopamine is released, the brain adapts to increased dopamine by reducing or “downregulating” the number of dopamine receptors stimulated. This causes the brain to level out by tipping to the side of pain, which is why pleasure is usually followed by a feeling of hangover or comedown. If we can wait long enough, that feeling passes and neutrality is restored. But there’s a natural tendency to counteract it by going back to the source of pleasure for another dose.

If we maintain this pattern for hours every day, over weeks or months, the brain’s set point for pleasure changes. Now we need to keep playing games, not to feel pleasure but just to feel normal. As soon as we stop, we experience the universal symptoms of withdrawal from any addictive substance: anxiety, irritability, insomnia, dysphoria, and mental preoccupation with using, otherwise known as craving.

In sum, the relentless pursuit of pleasure can lead to anhedonia, the inability to experience any pleasure at all. Whereas by abstaining from pleasurable substances and/or behaviors for a period of time, we reset our reward pathways and recapture our capacity for joy.

My patient was convinced enough to give it a
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