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NATURE VS. NURTURE
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Twin, sibling, and adoptee studies validate that there is a genetic component to 
mental health and addiction. Many conditions show a strong hereditary component.

A British team also found that pregnant women who have a major emotional loss in 
the early months of pregnancy give birth to babies with a higher risk of schizophrenia.

The studies, published in the Archives of General Psychiatry, add to a growing 
understanding of how genetics and environmental distress sometimes act together to 
produce mental illness.

NATURE AND NURTURE
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EPIGENITICS



STRUCTURE OF NEURONS
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• Neurons transmit 
electrical and 
chemical signals to 
send information 
through your body

• Signals move your 
muscles, transfer 
thoughts, and build 
pathways
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NEURAL SIGNALS



NEURAL DEVELOPMENT





• Experiences organize pathways in the brain 

• Brain organization is based on repetition

• If trauma is present, pathways develop to compensate, such as 
seeking external emotional regulation or distrust
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NEURAL PATHWAYS



SOCIAL DETERMINANTS OF MENTAL HEALTH
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ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES
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THE ACE PYRAMID



• Hormones and neurotransmitters 
impact our mood, emotions, and 
behavior

• Dopamine, epinephrine, 
serotonin, endorphins, etc. flood 
the brain during drug use

• Repeated use hardwires brain’s 
reward center, homeostasis, and 
survival instinct around the drug

• Prefrontal cortex is not able to 
mediate, drug use becomes 
chronic and compulsive

NEUROBIOLOGY OF ADDICTION



• Addiction, or Substance Use Disorders, are chronic, serious mental 
health disorders that changes the brain on a neurobiological level

• Individuals with SUDs lose the choice of whether or not to use
• Addiction is not a choice and cannot be controlled by willpower
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THE DISEASE OF ADDICTION



• The same way that chemical imbalances can cause mental illness – the 
chemicals that one ingests can alter brain chemistry

• Brain chemistry is altered not just when using the substance but for long 
periods afterwards

NEUROLOGICAL RECOVERY



• Like you rehab a muscle – you can rejuvenate the brain

• Cognitive behavioral therapy exercises like positive thinking 
create new neural pathways

• You can increase creativity, memory and regrow brain tissue 
through focused, repetitive practice

RETRAINING THE BRAIN



Traditional treatment includes detox, residential treatment, 
therapy like CBT and relapse prevention, and sober living
• Takes opportunity and triggers to use away
• Has been abstinence based and long term (when possible)
• Brain heals with treatment (retraining the brain) and 

learning new coping mechanisms
• Return to the community often means a sober living 

environment

Medication Assisted Treatment (MAT)
• Brain heals with treatment (retraining the brain)
• Medication that blocks receptors in the brain so that the 

person can be in the community while in treatment
• Titrated off medication as the brain heals

TYPES OF TREATMENT



• No new skill is learned or mastered quickly

• It takes time and practice to make or break patterns of 
thinking and behavior

• A new skill does not automatically translate to new 
environments or become instantly accessible 

REPETITION IS KEY



• Bill W. and Dr. Bob, the founders of Alcoholics 
Anonymous, practiced CBT before CBT was 
invented 

– Self soothing, self regulation 

– Identifying emotions 

– Cognitive distortions

– Forgiveness 

– Social support

• Where do these fit in step work?

12 STEP RECOVERY 
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TENNESSEE REDLINE
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