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The Pull Toward More

Understanding dopamine, reward, and the drive to repeat

Dopamine is often called the brain's "pleasure chemical," but that is too simple. Dopamine is deeply involved in
motivation, attention to important cues, anticipation, and the drive to pursue rewards. It helps the brain learn what is
worth noticing and what may be worth doing again.

Dopamine is not the same thing as pleasure.

Something can strongly pull me toward it even when | no longer enjoy it very much.

What Dopamine Helps the Brain Do

NOTICE WANT

Make certain cues, opportunities, and outcomes stand Create motivational pull toward something the brain has
out as important. learned may matter.

ANTICIPATE REPEAT

Respond before the reward arrives, especially when cues Strengthen patterns that have reliably changed how |
predict it. feel or function.

Why This Matters in Recovery

Alcohol, drugs, and some behaviors can become powerful teachers because they change internal state quickly and reliably.
The brain can learn: pay attention to this, remember this, move toward this again. That learning can remain powerful even
after the consequences become serious.

The problem is not dopamine. The problem is when my life becomes increasingly organized around chasing
fast, intense, predictable changes in how | feel.
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The Pull Toward More

Why fast rewards get so much attention, and why ordinary life can feel flat by comparison

The brain does not only learn what feels good. It learns what changes things quickly. A reward that is fast, intense, reliable,
and surrounded by strong cues can become especially easy to notice and repeat.

What Makes a Reward Easy to Learn

SPEED INTENSITY RELIABILITY CUES
How quickly does it change How big is the shift in Can | count on it to produce How many places, people,
my state? feeling, energy, or a familiar effect? feelings, times, or objects
attention? remind me of it?

Why Slower Rewards Can Feel Weak

When the brain has learned to expect fast, intense shifts in how | feel, ordinary life may seem underwhelming by comparison. That
does not mean the brain has "run out of dopamine." It can reflect adaptation, withdrawal, stress, learned expectations, and the way
attention has been trained toward stronger cues.

COMPARISON ADJUSTMENT

A walk, conversation, meal, meeting, or quiet evening may feel Early recovery can include low motivation, restlessness, or

mild next to a rapid reward. reduced pleasure while the body and brain adjust.
ATTENTION STRESS + SLEEP

Strong reward cues can dominate attention, making subtler Exhaustion, anxiety, poor sleep, pain, and stress can make quick
sources of satisfaction easier to overlook. relief feel more valuable.

Fast rewards change how | feel quickly. Slower rewards may change my life gradually.

This is not a moral difference between "good" and "bad" pleasure. Recovery is about becoming able to tolerate ordinary states and invest in
rewards that build over time.
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Understanding why wanting can stay strong even when liking gets weaker

Wanting and liking usually overlap, but they are not the same process. Wanting is the motivational pull toward a reward.
Liking is the actual pleasure | experience when | get it. In addiction and other compulsive patterns, wanting can become
very strong even when the outcome is no longer especially enjoyable.

Wanting Is Not the Same as Liking

WANTING LIKING
The urge, pull, anticipation, or sense that | need to The actual pleasure, satisfaction, or enjoyment |
move toward something. experience once | get it.
e Triggered by cues e Happens during the experience
o Can feel urgent o May be weaker than expected
o Can grow before the reward o Can fade with repetition
o Can remain strong despite consequences o May be followed by disappointment

A person can think about something, plan for it, feel pulled toward it, and finally get it, only to realize the actual
experience was not nearly as satisfying as the anticipation.

Reflection

What do | still feel strongly pulled toward even though | often do not enjoy the outcome very much?

What part is strongest for me: the cue, the anticipation, the chase, or the actual reward?
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How cue, anticipation, pursuit, reward, and drop-off can become a repeating loop

The pull toward more often begins before the reward itself. A cue can trigger anticipation. Anticipation can become a
chase. The chase can narrow attention until getting the reward feels like the only thing that matters.

The Pull Toward More

1. CUE 2. ANTICIPATION 3. CHASE
A feeling, place, person, time, image, My attention shifts toward what | | search, plan, scroll, arrange, buy, use,
memory, notification, thought, or expect the reward may do for me. pursue, or move closer to the reward.
—>  opportunity. — —>

!

6. WANTING AGAIN 5. DROP-OFF 4. REWARD / RELIEF
The brain remembers the route that The effect fades. | may feel flat, | get stimulation, relief, validation,
changed my state and becomes ready restless, guilty, tired, disappointed, or pleasure, numbness, or another internal
—— to notice the next cue. <€—  simply back where | started. €—  shift.

The chase itself can become part of the reward. Searching, planning, checking, arranging, or imagining what is coming
can create its own stimulation before the reward arrives.

Where Can | Interrupt the Loop?

The cue | can reduce or avoid:

The moment | usually still have a choice:

One action that puts space between wanting and doing:
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Worksheet: identifying the fast rewards that have the strongest pull on me

Fast reward is not limited to substances. The goal here is not to label every enjoyable behavior as a problem. Look for

patterns that repeatedly pull you in, change your state quickly, and create costs later.

My Fast Reward Inventory

| Alcohol / drugs | Scrolling / phone | Food
| Shopping | Gambling | Sex / pornography
[] Work/ achievement [] Attention / validation [] Gaming
O Conflict / drama [] Exercise O Other
WHAT | REACH FOR WHAT CUES IT IMMEDIATE PAYOFF LATER COST

PULL 1-10

Which one is hardest for me to interrupt once it starts?

Which one most often begins as an attempt to change how | feel?
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Worksheet: finding the need underneath the behavior

The behavior may change, but the need underneath it can stay remarkably consistent. One person may use several
different fast rewards for the same purpose: relief, stimulation, validation, escape, or connection.

What Am | Actually Trying to Get?

| Relief | Excitement | Novelty | Validation
| Escape | Connection | Numbness | Control
| Achievement | Comfort | Intensity | Distraction

A useful question is not only, "Why do | keep doing this?" It is also, "What job have | hired this behavior to do for
me?"

Follow One Pattern

WHAT | NOTICE OR FEEL WHAT | REACH FOR

What is happening inside me before the urge? What do | use to change the state quickly?
WHAT | HOPE IT GIVES ME WHAT IT ACTUALLY GIVES ME

What am | expecting to feel or stop feeling? What is the immediate payoff?

WHAT IT COSTS LATER THE NEED UNDERNEATH

What happens after the effect wears off? What do | actually need?

One slower or healthier way | could meet that need:
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Worksheet: moving from chasing a feeling to building a life

Recovery does not require me to stop wanting pleasure. It asks me to notice when immediate relief is making decisions
for me and to practice choices whose rewards accumulate over time.

The 10-Minute / Tomorrow Filter

What am | feeling or noticing right now?

What am | hoping this choice will change in the next 10 minutes?

What will this choice probably cost or create by tomorrow?

Will it move me closer to or farther from the person | want to be?

What slower reward could meet part of the same need?

Create Friction for the Fast Reward, Reduce Friction for the Better One

PUT SPACE AROUND THE FAST REWARD MAKE THE SLOWER REWARD EASIER
o Delay 10 minutes @ Prepare the first step
@ Leave or change the cue @ Putiton the calendar
@ Tell someone before acting o Do it with another person

The problem is not dopamine. The goal is to stop organizing my life around the next quick change in feeling and start
investing in rewards that build the life | want.
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