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Healthy Happenings
Myths and Misconceptions:
Dangerous Untruths About
Drug Addiction and Recovery
Substance use disorder (e.g. addiction) is a serious problem in modern society, one
that has taken the lives of millions and shattered the lives of millions more. Even though
the prevalence of this condition is high, it continues to be fairly misunderstood and
misrepresented.
If you are laboring under one of these harmful myths and misconceptions, you could
end up doing a great deal of harm, especially if someone you care about has been struggling
with substance use disorder. Helping an addicted individual requires a lot of education, not
only for them, but for you as well. With that in mind, here are some of the most dangerous
myths and misconceptions about drug and alcohol addiction - and the truth behind them.
Legal Drugs Are Not Dangerous
When you go to your doctor and he or she grabs the prescription pad, you are probably
not thinking about addiction or dependency, but maybe you should be. There is a widespread
belief that legal drugs are never harmful, and that prescription medications cannot lead to
addiction.
Given the severity of the opioid crisis and the millions of patients who have already
become addicted, this is clearly not the case. The reality is that some of the most addictive
drugs in the world are also totally legal, with legitimate medical purposes like treating pain
and addressing mental health challenges like anxiety, depression, and panic disorder.
Just because you have a prescription for the drug does not mean it is not potentially
addictive, and it is important to talk to your doctor about the dangers of both physical
dependency and ultimately developing addiction. If you are taking medication for pain, for
instance, you might ask your doctor about lowering the dose or tapering oﬀ in favor of less
habit-forming options. Fortunately, there are many non-controlled medication options that
may be just as helpful for pain and cause you fewer risks long term.
Relapse is Inevitable
Looking at the relapse statistics can be a depressing exercise, and the number of those
in recovery that experience recurrent substance use may be troubling. Unfortunately, those
statistics and facts have led to a widespread misconception that successful recovery is
impossible.
The idea that lifetime recovery is not possible is enormously harmful, and it is also
untrue. If you are willing to look hard enough, you will ﬁnd no shortage of success stories,
including men and women who struggled with substance use for decades before ﬁnally
enjoying many decades of totally substance-free living. It is typically true that substance
use disorder is a life-long condition, but just like any chronic condition (e.g. diabetes, high
blood pressure, asthma), symptom remission is possible and greater quality of life can be
obtained.
If someone you care about is in recovery and currently struggling, the actions you take
can help them beat the odds. Providing support and guidance, or just a sympathetic ear
at the right moment, could make a world of diﬀerence and prove the point that addiction
while challenging, doesn’t leave them doomed to revisit cycles of addiction. Encouraging
those with substance use disorder to seek help is ultimately the goal.
Addiction is a Choice
There is a widespread misconception among the general public that substance use is
purely based on choice, and that those with substance use disorder could quit if they simply
tried hard enough. Even after all that has been learned about how addiction impacts the
brain, many people still see drug addiction and alcoholism not as diseases but as moral
failings, and those attitudes have done enormous harm, not only to individuals but to their
families and society as a whole.
While the original decision to use substances may be a choice, what happens next
is much less so. It is also important to remember that for most people, their ﬁrst use of
substances was during childhood, a time when making impulsive or peer-driven decisions
is common. Some people were introduced to substances by a partner, or in the context of
abuse. Others ﬁrst tried substances in the form of a prescription from their doctor. Once
addiction sets in, the changes in brain chemistry that result mean that simply quitting is no
longer an option. And, typically the way the brain responds to substance use is a matter
of genetic vulnerability. The severity and danger associated with withdrawal and cravings
often mean no amount of willpower will be enough, and that is why getting professional
help is so essential.
Whether you are struggling with addiction yourself or trying to help a friend or family
member, it is important to educate yourself, and that starts with letting go of things you
always thought were true. If you recognize any of the myths and misconceptions listed
above, it is time to educate yourself, so you can provide the support necessary to help
someone you care about - or yourself. In doing so you will help the greater community to
reduce stigma and enhance access to care for so many.
September is National Recovery Month and the Moab community is invited to
a Recovery Day event to celebrate, support, and empower those ﬁnding recovery from
addiction. There will be lots of activities for everyone -- including food, fun, games, prizes,
and more! Friday, September 23rd at Old City Park from 4pm – 8pm. Questions? Reach
out to USARA (Utah Support Advocates for Recovery Awareness) at 435-612-2300.
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