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PRAISE FOR WHAT ADDICTS KNOW

“In this revealing and readable book, Christopher Lawford sets out 10 lessons of recovery—drawn from his own struggles and those of others—that can help everyone enhance and enrich their lives.”

—JOSEPH A. CALIFANO, JR.,

founder of CASAColumbia, The National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia University

“In a way, we’re all addicts—addicted to the fears and limitations of the world in which we live. By shedding light on the realities of recovery, Lawford sheds light on how anyone can best achieve the mindset of wisdom and inner peace.”

—MARIANNE WILLIAMSON,

New York Times bestselling author of The Age of Miracles and founder of The Peace Alliance

“Not to be overlooked in the wisdom contained within is the acknowledgment of the enormous personal courage to bare all for all to benefit. To have had secrets and give them up into public view as markers on Life’s Highway, and to face degrading thoughts by thoughtless people, is far greater illustration of moral character than it sounds. Chris is Witness; he is authentic in his pain, insights, and desire to help.”

—RICHARD DREYFUSS, actor

“The insights in What Addicts Know are unparalleled. Christopher Kennedy Lawford provides a unique perspective on the enlightening lessons gleaned from recovering addicts’ experiences. This is a book that will change the way we think about the wisdom of healing.”

—ED BEGLEY JR., actor

“With his 10 lessons, Christopher Kennedy Lawford eloquently explores how the insights offered by recovering addicts can benefit individuals in any walk of life.”

—CHRIS MATTHEWS, host of MSNBC’s

Hardball and author of Tip & the Gipper: When Politics Worked

“Simply reading and seriously considering the list of 10 lessons at the beginning of this extraordinary book will move your life toward wholeness.”

—RICHARD CHAMBERLAIN, actor

“Knowing is not enough; we must apply. Willing is not enough; we must do. Mr. Lawford’s book offers such knowledge and we can all benefit from it.”

—JOHN LARROQUETTE, actor

“As we learn from Christopher Kennedy Lawford, ‘What Addicts Know’ is a lot. We would never wish addiction on someone we love, but Lawford shows us that those in recovery from addiction have gone through the eye of a needle. It happens to those of us whose loved one is addicted, too. When the addicted come out the other side, they appreciate life in a new way. They never take for granted those they love. They are empowered to reach goals they never thought they could attain. They can lead full lives free from the pain that plagued them and the disease that controlled them. Addicts’ families change, too. In What Addicts Know, not only does Christopher Kennedy Lawford help us to heal, but to thrive. As he has consistently, Lawford blazes new trails, guiding and inspiring us.”

—DAVID SHEFF, New York Times bestselling author of Beautiful Boy: A Father’s Journey Through His Son’s Addiction

“I am thrilled by the way my cousin, Chris, communicates the very essence of recovery and its benefits. For me and millions of others in recovery, he reignites the magic of self-knowledge and self-sacrifice, echoing our uncle’s admonition to ask what we can do, not what others can do for us. He also offers the hope and some of the tools we need to melt away stigma and discrimination, and emerge as a greater caring community.”

—PATRICK J. KENNEDY, founder of The Kennedy Forum

“Those of us who treat addiction know that recovering addicts are strong and inspiring individuals. What Addicts Know makes their courage and wisdom accessible for everyone. I am so glad to see this accurate, honest resource on shelves today.”

—PATRICK CARNES, PHD, CAS, author of Out of the Shadows

“Addicts using alcohol and other drugs know suffering. Addicts in Recovery know how to live in ways that inspire everyone, including their psychiatrists. My patients in Recovery have been my professors for more than four decades. Now Chris Lawford has put this hard-won and uniquely valuable wisdom onto the pages of a magic book. Read it!”

—ROBERT L. DUPONT, MD, first director of the National Institute on Drug Abuse; second White House drug czar; and author of The Selfish Brain—Learning from Addiction

“Christopher’s practical ‘lesson plan’ can help you achieve the resiliency needed for successful recovery. He captures the idea that recovery is a lifetime of learning rather than just a one-time event. This book of lessons, along with the 12 Steps, provides a basis for recovery and a fruitful life of service to you and to others.”

—KITTY S. HARRIS, PHD, LMFT, LCDC, professor and author of Women and Recovery—Finding Hope

“Like his previous books, in What Addicts Know, Chris Lawford provides an essential and important perspective. In this book, Lawford reminds us that, too often, observers dismiss people with addiction struggles whole cloth—as if they have little to offer. However, despite or perhaps because it is a demanding master, addiction shapes people’s existing skills and teaches new ones. In What Addicts Know, Lawford describes a repository of vital life skills and lessons—derived from the experience of addiction—that are essential for living a full, satisfying, successful, and happy life. Lawford puts the resilience, compassion, acceptance, problem solving, independence, empathy, hope, creativity, risk-taking, forgiveness, and the many other essential gifts of people who have struggled with addiction on display for all to see. Lawford describes a path to enlightened recovery that is essential for everyone: finding an authentic sense of self and learning to connect it to purpose within the world-at-large. Ultimately, What Addicts Know is a book for everyone interested in finding a place for themselves, learning more about the human condition, and ultimately advancing their own sense of humanity.”

—HOWARD J. SHAFFER, PHD, CAS, associate professor, Harvard Medical School and director, Division on Addiction, The Cambridge Health Alliance
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FOREWORD

People are often curious about why I choose to work with addicts. They seem genuinely surprised by my answer. Instead of saying what they might expect (albeit true) that “I do it out of compassion for these suffering souls,” I usually express a point of view that catches them off guard.

The truth is, I work with addicts because they are some of the most powerful, richest, most human people you could ever meet. And I don’t mean that addicts are necessarily powerful in business or government or rich in terms of material wealth. Most are not. They are rich where it counts most—in character, talent, and life experiences. And perhaps they even excel in relation to something that is more difficult to characterize. Let’s just call it spirit.

Addicts may do bad things while addicted and feel awful about it afterward. They can test anyone’s patience to the max. But once they are solidly in recovery from their addictions, they become incredible survivors and truly wise, because what has happened to them is rather profound.

Though I can give you countless examples of these almost miraculous transformations, let’s focus on just one. When I first met Bob Forrest in the late 1980s, he was an international rock star and a horrific heroin addict. He was hardcore. He measured his life by album releases and the deaths of friends, mostly from substance abuse.

Bob was so out of control, so manic and abusive, that some people would actually hide when he showed up. He appeared with me on a radio show in 1988 and was being his usual crazy, abusive self when we got a call-in from a woman who had a very serious question. I don’t remember the question or her problem, but I recall that Bob suddenly became very focused and gave her some really reasonable advice over the radio airwaves.

“Bob, you’ve got something special in you,” I told him while we were still on the air. “You might make a great therapist one day if you’d just stop being such a freaking drug addict.”

As the years went by, our paths crossed occasionally and I was shocked by his appearance. He was so gaunt it looked like he had AIDS or tuberculosis, and I thought to myself, Oh, man, this guy is going to die soon. There seemed to be no way he would survive his addiction.

Fast-forward ten years. I’m giving a lecture for a musician’s assistance program somewhere in L.A. and I see this familiar-looking guy sitting in the front row. He asks me several provocative, good questions and I keep trying to place him in my mind: Is that Bob Forrest? The man I had given up for dead?

Throughout that presentation I just kept thinking, This couldn’t possibly be Bob Forrest because he is most certainly dead. I felt like I was looking at a ghost.

It turned out that Bob had become this amazing, talented, and flourishing recovery guy. He had been in twenty-four different rehab facilities and finally found sobriety in 1996, when most people in his life had given up on him ever surviving.

As you can probably guess, I recruited Bob to work at the psychiatric hospital where I was the medical director. He had a magnificent talent for reaching addicts, and I had the pleasure of watching him develop into a consummate professional. It was actually his frustration with how addicts and their treatments were being portrayed in the press that motivated us to agree to participate in a new reality program that came to be known as Celebrity Rehab. If you’ve seen it, Bob is the cool, smart guy often wearing glasses and a smile, with a fedora parked atop his mop of red hair.

This is the kind of remarkable thing I see all of the time: Someone who seems to be a goner reappears, having come back—way back—from the brink of insanity and death to create a highly productive and contented life for themself. These are not just random success stories. Those who are in long-term recovery are like missionaries returned from an archetypal journey of suffering and loss, self-discovery and redemption.

I still learn something new every day about the disease of addiction. For example, a friend of mine who was eight years sober admitted to me one time that, despite his life having blossomed in recovery, “I haven’t found anything I love as much as drugs and alcohol.” That got me thinking about the insidious power of this disease and how, to give up something you love more than anything, you must be deeply motivated beyond belief. How many so-called normal people could face this sort of dilemma and summon the inspiration to wrestle for the rest of their lives with such a powerful demon until it goes into hiding and stays there?

Now you have a glimpse at why addicts intrigue me so much and why I have spent so much time trying to understand the biology of addiction. Addicts are remarkable human beings, and we all have a lot to learn from them.

Take a look at many great poets, artists, and even some of our most famous leaders. Often they are drug and alcohol addicts. Many fighter pilots, extreme athletes, race car drivers, and others who test the limits of endurance are addicts. They are at their best in extremely intense situations.

Why is that? What makes them better survivors? How can many of them continue to function despite parts of their brains being usurped by this disease of addiction? What life skills must they master and from what emotional well must they draw to finally break free? These are some of the questions you will find answers to in these pages.

When Christopher Kennedy Lawford first told me he was researching and writing a book about the “gifts” of addiction and what lessons society can learn from addicts, I knew this was something I would want to read.

In What Addicts Know, Chris takes a fascinating look at a completely overlooked subject. It is an important, life-changing book, one that deserves to be widely read and long remembered.

—DR. DREW PINSKY


INTRODUCTION:

THE “GIFTS” OF ADDICTION

A huge percentage of the recovering drug addicts I know seem to have a few things in common, other than their disease: intelligence, creativity, individualism, humor, and, yes, they all seem to have or have once had enormous amounts of ambition.

—KRISTEN JOHNSTON

in Guts: The Endless Follies and Tiny Triumphs of a Giant Disaster

I’ve dealt with a wide variety of individuals afflicted with the disease of addiction, and in my estimation they are the most interesting, fascinating, and gifted people I’ve come across. They are also the most challenging; addicts are deviously manipulative and self-absorbed. Their illness causes suffering and pain for themselves, their loved ones, and the rest of society. Yet from their struggle comes an opportunity for all.

Recovery is about exposing and healing the darker sides of being human. And honing the skills necessary for sustained recovery from addiction reveals a life-enhancing recipe that can benefit everyone. From the darkness come exquisite, profound gifts.

People who get punched in the face by the eight-hundred-pound gorilla of addiction for decades and who live to tell about it are remarkable human beings on many levels. They are not just survivors, they are teachers. And it’s time we all paid closer attention to what they have to teach us about human well-being.

“What does the word ‘recovery’ mean? What do you get back when you recover? It is yourself,” Dr. Gabor Maté told me. Maté is the Canadian physician who authored In the Realm of Hungry Ghosts: Close Encounters with Addiction. “There is always a loss of self before addiction starts, either from trauma or childhood emotional loss,” said Maté.

       We lose that sense of self in childhood. A child cannot soothe her own pain and an infant cannot soothe his own distress. That movement outside of our self for answers is a very natural human movement. We always think something from the outside is the answer. So we use more substances, try to acquire more things, try to achieve more and more. A lot of people who aren’t considered to be addicts have the pattern of addicts. Who in our society isn’t cut off from themselves? Who doesn’t use behaviors to give temporary relief from stress and then can’t give up those behaviors? Addiction, or the capacity to become addicted, is very close to the core of the human experience. An addict’s recovery of self is a model for everybody in our culture.

That is what this book is ultimately about. Whether or not you are or have ever been an addict, whether or not you know addicts—in fact, even if you consider yourself hopelessly normal and not prone to any kind of addiction or seriously bad habits—you are still at risk and will benefit from the advice in these pages. Before you snicker with skepticism or indignation, let me tell you why I think this is true.

As a culture we’ve become addicted not only to gambling, drugs, alcohol, and the other usual suspects, but also to technology, the acquisition of material possessions, and every conceivable promise of instant gratification. More is better has become society’s mantra. We eat more, spend more, take more risks, and abuse more substances . . . only to feel more depressed, unsatisfied, discontent, and unhappy. You may know these symptoms firsthand, or recognize them in the lives of the people you care about.

What we are usually left with is the throbbing emptiness that sets in when the fixation on more brings us nothing but more of the same old feelings of want. Consequently, most of us will do or try just about anything to escape the recurrent stress, frustration, discomfort, and boredom. Those are the warning signs on the road leading to the cliff of addiction and social dysfunction.

We’ve entered an unprecedented period in human history, a period where technology dominates our waking thoughts and actions, and even our dreams. Smart phones, tablets, and computers; social media and the Internet—all have given rise to an entire new category of dependency and addiction. “There’s just something about the medium that’s addictive,” said Stanford University School of Medicine psychiatrist Elias Aboujaoude in a 2012 Newsweek interview. “I’ve seen plenty of patients who have no history of addictive behavior—or substance abuse of any kind—become addicted via the Internet and these other technologies.”

Brain scans support the observation that if you are a technology addict, you feel functionally unable to quit. You may not want to believe it, but the brains of technology addicts resemble those of drug and alcohol addicts—their prefrontal cortexes have been fundamentally altered, and abnormal changes are evident in brain areas that govern decision-making, attention, and self-control.1

IS ADDICTION THE NEW NORMAL?

Once you realize that the brains of technology and other addicts are different from those of non-addicts, you can’t rationally continue believing addicts engage in self-destructive behaviors simply because they are weak-willed or morally flawed. Despite the “Just Say No” antidrug sentiments voiced by former First Lady Nancy Reagan in the 1980s, it’s not that simple for addicts. They can’t just say no, at least not without help. It’s clear that as a species we are rewiring our brains, making ourselves vulnerable to addictive behaviors at an ever-faster pace and in an ever-widening range of ways. The repercussions extend to everyone on the planet.

Though we don’t have a fix yet on the number of people who meet the criteria for technology addiction, we get a hint of how extensive the problem could be by looking at how many of us already actively wrestle with other toxic compulsions that negatively affect our health and lives. As I pointed out in my previous book Recover to Live, the following well-documented statistics for the United States are stark and revealing:

       •  17 million alcoholics

       •  19.9 million drug abusers

       •  4 million with eating disorders

       •  10 million problem gamblers

       •  12 million with sexual compulsions

       •  43 million cigarette smokers

To complete the picture, we must add in those who also admit to being in recovery from an addiction. At least 10 percent of US adults aged eighteen and older are recovering from drug and alcohol abuse, according to the results of an October 2012 survey by The Partnership at Drugfree.org. Add in those folks recovering from sexual compulsions, gambling addiction, smoking, and food-related issues, and we’re probably talking about one in five of all adults, maybe even one in four.

Has addiction become the new normal? I don’t know, but we do seem to have become a world of addicts. The toxic compulsions affecting so many people in the United States can be found spreading like a metastatic cancer to practically every culture on earth. To repeat, it’s not a crisis of moral weakness and lax discipline. It’s a brain disease. Medical science has now conclusively proven that.

Having this disease doesn’t necessarily mean the end of your quality of life. As the history of drug and alcohol treatment and recovery demonstrates, people can and do recover—and do so magnificently—emerging from the ordeal far stronger and better prepared for life’s many and varied challenges. The ways they do this offer a recovery plan for humanity itself, a plan outlined in the ten lessons in these pages.

TAKE ME TO YOUR ADDICT

While conducting interviews for Recover to Live, several treatment experts emphasized how our culture still tries to overlook addicts’ contributions to society and the common good. Stigmatized and marginalized, people in recovery from toxic compulsions are too often defined by their problems and not by their accomplishments, such as mastery of the life skills necessary to remain in recovery—a feat made even more remarkable because it occurs within that more is better cultural conditioning and overreliance on brain-altering technologies.

What can any one of us, regardless of culture or upbringing, learn from people in recovery from addiction? This book reveals the often inspiring and amazing gifts that addicts must summon and master to maintain the recovery life. But these gifts are usually overlooked by society because of the stigma still attached to the addiction itself.

If you are a non-addict, or “normie,” you may be asking, Where does addiction lead except to jail, a rehab center or hospital, the gutter, or an early grave, right? Not so fast. Consider what it takes to be a successful addict. You’ve got to function halfway decently to keep feeding your addiction. You need to summon the inner resources to survive one of the most punishing and treatment-resistant brain diseases known to man, and you must manage to survive long enough to get into recovery and become a productive citizen again.

Addiction is a full-time job that requires a lot of overtime. You’re an addict all day, every day, evenings, weekends, and holidays. If your addiction is to illegal drugs, your job is even harder because you need to stay out of jail so you can continue to feed your addiction. To constantly hunt down the drugs and get the money necessary to purchase the drugs, and to do this without losing your freedom, takes a lot of focus and skill. Believe it or not, these skills can become genuine assets when applied to pursuing a healthy lifestyle.

Even if your addiction is to something legal, such as alcohol or the human need for food or sex, feeding that compulsion requires the skill to prevent the rest of the world from knowing about the world you inhabit. So you hide and cover up, make constant excuses, and manipulate other people. To be a successful addict you have to work at it like your life depends on it. And often it does.

People recovering from toxic compulsions confront and surmount enormous traumas and challenges in their lives, much like cancer survivors or disaster survivors. And they have more than just their war stories to give us. They’ve mastered coping and wellness skills we all can strive to develop for healthier and happier lives of our own.

Moreover, many personality traits of addicts are the very qualities we admire and need in our leaders. This isn’t just a random theory or an addict’s wishful thinking, nor is it based on simply reviewing the long list of addicts throughout history who have had extraordinary lives and monumental achievements. In fact, a growing body of neuroscience research into the dopamine-using circuitry of the brain supports the contention that there is something special about the addict’s mental makeup.

“What we seek in leaders is often the same kind of personality type that is found in addicts, whether they are dependent on gambling, alcohol, sex, or drugs,” observed Dr. David J. Linden, a professor of neuroscience at Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine, writing in 2011 for the New York Times. “How can this be? We typically see addicts as weak-willed losers, while chief executives and entrepreneurs are the people with discipline and fortitude. To understand this apparent contradiction we need to look under the hood of the brain . . . the risk-taking, novelty-seeking, and obsessive personality traits often found in addicts can be harnessed to make them very effective in the workplace. For many leaders, it’s not the case that they succeed in spite of their addiction; rather, the same brain wiring and chemistry that make them addicts also confer on them behavioral traits that serve them well.”

This idea of beneficial traits lurking in what otherwise looks like unbridled misery is gaining a research foothold in other fields of mental disorders. An October 2012 study in the Journal of Psychiatric Research found that creativity is “closely entwined with mental illness.”2

It’s never been a secret in the creative professions that, as a group, they are more likely to suffer from the full range of psychiatric disorders, including addiction, compared to people in other less creative professions. Creatives
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