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Using Zoom Webinar
(Live participants 
only)

Chat:

Allows you to send chat messages to the host, panelists, and attendees (if 
permitted).
Question & Answer:
Open the Q&A window and you can ask questions to the host and panelists. 
They will either reply to you via text in the Q&A window or answer your 
question live.
Live Transcript
Click on Live Transcript and select “show subtitle.”

www.naadac.org/eating-disorder-cross-addiction-webinar

www.naadac.org/webinars N A A D A C ,  t h e  A s s o c i a t i o n  f o r  A d d i c t i o n  P r o f e s s i o n a l s

Cost to Watch:
Free

CE Hours 
Available:
1.5 CEs

CE Certificate for 
NAADAC 
Members:
Free

CE Certificate for 
Non-members:
$20
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Defining The Problem

EATING DISORDERS: PSYCHIATRIC, 
SUD, OR PROCESS ADDICTION?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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Emotional Or Biological 
Determinants?

Much more often than not, disordered eating is 
approached as a psychological problem involving poor 
impulse control and “emotional eating.”

Not recognizing, and treating, the biological drivers of food 
cravings and overeating [or restrictive dieting] often leads to 
a poor outcome in treatment. Likewise for restricting types of 
eating disorders.

“Treatment of an eating disorder demands attention to the
nature of the substance [properties of the foods consumed], 
the nature of the person or behaviors [psychological 
contributors] and the biology of the individual.”                        
M LERNER 2016

American Psychiatric Association DSM V

 Tolerance

 Withdrawal symptoms

 More for longer periods than intended

 Unsuccessful effort to cut back or control

 Significant time to obtain or recover from effects

 Giving up social, occupational, recreational, activities 
because of substance use

 Continuation despite consequences
* LEVEL OF DEPENDENCY:    MILD 2-3    MODERATE 4-5    SEVERE 6+

Substance Use Disorders
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CROSS ADDICTION: DEFINITION

What Does Cross Addiction Mean?

Cross addiction, also known as addiction transfer 
or Addiction Interaction Disorder, is when a person 
has two or more addictive behaviors. The 
addictions can include alcohol or other drugs, but
can also include addictions to food and eating 
disorders, gambling, sex, gaming, nicotine 
consumption, or other compulsive behaviors.

Dopamine  – The Reward / Feel Good 
Neurotransmitter

 The greater the expectation and experience of the substance, the 
“stronger” the dopamine signal.  [Learned / Conditioned]

 Drugs such as cocaine, amphetamines, alcohol, opiates,  stimulate 
increased levels of dopamine. [include sugar and palatable foods]

 Dopamine deficiencies will develop in response to repeated use /abuse 
of substances. The down regulation of D2 receptors creates tolerance.

 Dopamine deficiencies are thought to motivate drug seeking behavior / 
craving, in an attempt, to avoid withdrawal or experience the prior 
pleasant feelings. “Chasing the original high” – initial [feels good] 
middle stage [less good] end [avoid pain of withdrawal]
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“A Picture Worth a thousand Words….”

Food Addiction Institute’s Quote…

 “Food addiction is a disease, causing loss of  control over the 
ability to stop eating certain foods. Scientifically, food 
addiction is a cluster of chemical dependencies on specific 
foods or food in general; after the ingestion of highly palatable 
foods such as sugar, excess fat and/or salt the brains of some 
people develop a physical craving for these foods. Over time, 
the progressive eating of these foods distorts a person’s 
thinking and leads to negative consequences they do not 
want but cannot stop.”

Phil Werdel, M.S., A.C.O.R.N. - FAI
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Summary-Distillation of the Research Literature
The evidence suggests SUDs may be co-morbid with eating 
disorders especially BED and BN within a significant number of 
individuals(3) . Specifically, positive associations have been 
reported among binge-eating scores, difficulties in emotional 
eating regulation, restraint, dis-inhibition and hunger, night-
eating scores, craving, impulsivity, reward sensitivity, 
depressive symptoms, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder 
and histories of SUDs(3).

 Studies [references available upon request] include 
correlations between cross addictions and may include 
eating disorders / food addiction and alcohol dependency, 
drug abuse, nicotine addiction, process addiction [gambling, 
shopping, sex, etc] and just about anything stimulating the 
reward pathways and neurotransmitters associated with 
pleasure or pain avoidance.

 *Eating Disorders may be used as a “proxy” for food addiction*Food addiction, eating addiction and 
eating disorders

Can Compulsive Overeating, Binge Eating Disorder, 
And Bulimia = Food Addiction?

“ARGUMENT AGAINST EATING DISORDERS= ADDICTION”
Drug addiction, alcohol dependency, and process addictions [e.g.
compulsive gambling] are substances and behaviors that are not 
necessary for life AND… food is necessary for life. 

“ REBUTTAL” 
So is water and air – however, people do not consume water & air 
beyond their biological needs or in ways that threaten their survival.       
So perhaps the problem is semantics

Drug addiction…    not all drugs are addictive
Food addiction…    not all foods are addictive
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Anorexia: Restricting Type
Addictive Element[s]

 “If anorexic individuals experience endogenous DA 
release as anxiogenic rather than hedonic, this may 
explain their pursuit of starvation, because food refusal 
may be an effective means of diminishing the anxious 
feelings associated with the disorder.” [negative 
reinforcement]

Avoidant Behaviors = Reward Aspect

Anorexia: Addictive Elements

 “Many people with AN exercise compulsively and find little 
in life rewarding aside from the pursuit of weight loss. Like 
other traits, these too persist, in a more modest form, after 
recovery. These particular traits all involve the 
neurotransmitter dopamine, which contributes to altered 
reward and affect, decision-making, and executive 
control. There is considerable evidence that altered 
function of dopamine occurs in AN possibly contributing to 
over-exercise and decreased food intake.” 

 Eating Disorders Center for Treatment and Research, University of California School of Medicine

 Kaye W, Fudge J, Paulus M. New insight into symptoms and neurocircuit function of anorexia nervosa. Nat Rev 
Neurosci. 2009;10(8):573-84.   

 Cocaine Study  - restricting anorexics vs normal controls / pleasant vs adversive experience                                      
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Use > Abuse > Dependency

 “Frequently overeating highly palatable foods saturates the 
brain with so much dopamine that it eventually adapts by 
desensitizing itself, reducing the number of cellular 
receptors that recognize and respond to the 
neurochemical.”

 “Consequently, the brains of overeaters demand a lot 
more sugar and fat to reach the same threshold of 
pleasure as they once experienced with smaller amounts  
of the foods. These people may, in fact, continue to 
overeat as a way of recapturing or even maintaining a 
sense of well-being.”

So…What Have We Learned and 
Who Have We Studied?
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EXAMPLE WITH WEIGHT LOSS 
SURGERY AND SUD

The development of a cross addiction can occur with any of

the weight-loss surgery procedures including laparoscopic

adjustable gastric banding, gastric sleeve and gastric

bypass surgeries. To avoid this problem, it is important that

individuals considering surgery explore the possibility that

they may be at risk for cross-addiction.

fMRI After Drinking a Milkshake
High Sugar / High Fat Ingestion

*Scan on left – Subject given Milkshake after more than a year of abstinence from 
sugar + high palatable foods. Concept of “sensitivity” and plasticity…
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Control Versus Binge Eater
“Sight Of Food Cue”[expectation] and Dopamine 

CONTROL                                     BED

Dynamics “Addictive” Behaviors
Propensity toward cross addiction with SUDs and EDs

 Genetics? – predisposition / family histories

 Reward Circuits? – Dopamine/ Opioid Receptors

 Role of Serotonin and effect on mood, Dopamine & reward

 Classical Conditioning/Associative Learning?

 External [salient] cues “trumping” internal cues

 Hormonal –

 Emotional Stimuli / triggers

 Processed substances / potency

 Plasticity and cross addiction? 

 Switching choice of eating disorder, substance of choice, compulsive behavior, etc

 Stress > Cortisol > Increased [or decreased] STRESS RESPONSE

 Trauma > dissociative / learned response and numbing
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The More Processed the more Addictive
“The Making of an Epidemic”

Coca Leaf > Cocaine > Crack Cocaine

Poppy Plant > Opium > Morphine > Heroin

Grapes / Grains > Alcohol 6-12% > 40-50%

 Tobacco Plant > Pipes > Cigarettes

Sugar Cane > Sugar > HFC [1970]
Sugar, Salt, Fat > processed “bliss foods” 

combining these [chips, snack foods, etc]

SUDs aka “The Titanic”
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Sensitization, Cross-Addiction, and Relapse 
- Neuroplasticity

Opposite of tolerance – repeated abuse of a substance
will create a significant “sensitivity” or dopamine release
with related substances [cross addiction].

Binge eaters, in particular with sugar, will be more
“sensitive to the effects of alcohol and cocaine than
non-binge eaters

Although tolerance is reversible it appears sensitization
remains for extended periods and even a small amount
of the offending substance [or behavior] will result in a
heightened response. [See next slide]

Supports “gateway” substances.

Reward Circuitry

IMPULSE CONTROL
JUDGMENT, 

DECISION MAKING ----------------------------------------- REWARD
CENTER 
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AMERICAN SOCIETY OF ADDICTION MEDICINE
…a working definition

 Addiction [AKA SUD] is a treatable, chronic medical disease 
involving complex interactions among brain circuits, genetics, the 
environment, and an individual’s life experiences. People with 
addiction use substances or engage in behaviors that become 
compulsive and often continue despite harmful consequences.

 Prevention efforts and treatment approaches for addiction are 
generally as successful as those for other chronic diseases.

 Adopted by the ASAM Board of Directors September 15, 2019

*************************************                                                 

 “NATURE OF THE PERSON, NATURE OF THE SUBSTANCE or BEHAVIORS, 
NATURE OF THE ENVIRONMENT”*  *reference “A Guide to Eating Disorder Recovery” 
revised 2019, ML

Neuroplasticity, Chronicity, 
and Relapse

There appears to be plasticity associated with the addiction 
phenomenon in general as well as changes produced by addiction to 
specific  addicting drugs and behaviors. These findings also provide 
the basis for the current understanding of addiction as a chronic, 
relapsing disease of the brain with changes that persist long after the 
last use of the drug.

Hence, the neuroplasticity in brain circuits and cell function induced 
by addictive substances [and behaviors] that are thought to underlie 
the compulsions to resume addictive behavior warrant further 
exploration. These investigations have significant implications for  
future therapies and treatments. 
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Dopamine  – The Reward / Feel Good 
Neurotransmitter

 The greater the expectation and experience of the substance, the 
“stronger” the dopamine signal.  [Learned / Conditioned]

 Drugs such as cocaine, amphetamines, alcohol, opiates,  stimulate 
increased levels of dopamine. [include sugar and palatable foods]

 Dopamine deficiencies will develop in response to repeated use /abuse 
of substances. The down regulation of D2 receptors creates tolerance.

 Dopamine deficiencies are thought to motivate drug seeking behavior / 
craving, in an attempt, to avoid withdrawal or experience the prior 
pleasant feelings. “Chasing the original high” – initial [feels good] 
middle stage [less good] end [avoid pain of withdrawal]

Substance and/or Behavior> Use > Abuse 

"The brain's pleasure center, called the nucleus 
accumbens, is essential for our survival as a 
species... Turn off pleasure, and you turn off the will 
to live... But long-term stimulation of the pleasure 
center drives the process of addiction... When you 
consume any substance of abuse or engage in any 
“exceedingly pleasurable behavior” the nucleus
accumbens receives a dopamine signal, from 
which you experience pleasure. And so you 
consume more.” 
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A Couple of “Volunteers”
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Sensitization, Cross-Addiction, and Relapse -
Neuroplasticity

 Opposite of tolerance – repeated abuse of a substance will 
create a significant “sensitivity” or dopamine release with 
related substances [cross addiction]. 

 Binge eaters, in particular with sugar, will be more “sensitive to 
the effects of alcohol and cocaine than non-binge eaters

 Although tolerance is reversible, it appears sensitization 
remains for extended periods and even a small amount of the 
offending substance [or behavior] will result in a heightened 
response.  [See next slide]

 Supports “gateway” substances

Switching Deckchairs on the Food 
Addiction and Eating Disorders ship…

 Food Addiction > Restricting > ED, Unspecified [anorexia but without 
meeting underweight criterion]

 Food  Addiction > Bulimia [Food Addiction with Purging or other 
compensatory behaviors]

 Food Addiction > Binge Eating Disorder [alternating between 
restricting/dieting and then Binge Eating

 Food Addiction > Anorexic Drug Addiction [amphetamines, 
cocaine, opiates]

 Food Addiction > “Drunk-orexia” Drinking alcohol on empty 
stomach > binge eating

35

36



Switching Deckchairs on the Titanic: Eating 
Disorders as a Growing Phenomenon of 
Cross-Addiction

12/7/2022

Presented by Martin Lerner, PhD 19

For more information or Listing of 
References:

 Email: mlerner@MilestonesProgram.Org

 Web: www.MilestonesProgram.Org

 Contact Milestones: 800-347-2364 / 954-272-0806

*Milestones offers Residential and Outpatient Treatment for Food 
Addiction and Associated Eating Disorders. Fully Accredited and 
Licensed – Located in South Florida, USA

www.naadac.org/eating-disorder-cross-addiction-webinar

www.naadac.org/webinars N A A D A C ,  t h e  A s s o c i a t i o n  f o r  A d d i c t i o n  P r o f e s s i o n a l s

Cost to Watch:
Free

CE Hours 
Available:
1.5 CEs

CE Certificate for 
NAADAC 
Members:
Free

CE Certificate for 
Non-members:
$20
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UPCOMING WEBINARS

www.naadac.org/webinars N A A D A C ,  t h e  A s s o c i a t i o n  f o r  A d d i c t i o n  P r o f e s s i o n a l s

December 14th, 2022
Developing Performance Measurement 
and Management Plans that Make Sense
By: Melinda Drake, LCSW, LISW-CP/AP

Stay tuned for our 2023 
Calendar! 

Advances in Technology in the Addiction Profession

Wellness and Recovery in the Addiction Profession

Ethics in Practice

Clinical Supervision in the Addiction Profession

Addiction Treatment in Military & Veteran Culture

Specific addiction treatment-related education!

Members and non-members can access 
trainings!

Earn CEs for each training!

Certificate of Completion available for attending 
all trainings in the series! 

www.naadac.org/specialty-online-trainings
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Adolescent Treatment and Recovery 
Specialty Online Training Series

Upon completion of the six-part training series, individuals may apply for the 
Adolescent Treatment and Recovery Certificate. The certificate is free for 

NAADAC members.

Part 1: Framing the Conversation: Preventing Youth Substance Use in the Wake of COVID-19

Part 3: Working with LGBTQ Youth: Suicide and Substance Use Disorder

Part 4: Navigating Self and Other Regulation in Adolescent Co-Occurring Treatment

Part 5: The Healing Power of Belonging

Part 6: Pitfalls on the Road to Excellence in Counseling Adolescents

www.naadac.org/adolescent-online-training-series

Earn 1.5 CEs for $25 per session!

Part 2 (rescheduled): Respecting My Privacy, Ethically. A Minor’s Rights to Confidentiality

www.naadac.org/women-in-recovery-online-training-series

Women in Recovery
Specialty Online Training Series

Upon completion of this six-part series, individuals may apply for the
Women in Recovery Certificate. This certificate is free for NAADAC members.

Part One: Substance Use Disorder (SUD) in 
Women with a Focus on Pregnant and 
Parenting Persons - Earn 1.5 CEs for $25

Part Two: Engaging Women of Color in 
Addiction Treatment - Earn 1.5 CEs for $25

Part Three: Adapting and Addressing 
Tobacco Use with Telehealth for the 
Pregnant Population - Earn 1.5 CEs for 
$25

Part Four: Substance Use Disorders 
(SUD) and Mood Disorders in 
Postpartum Women - Earn 1.5 CEs for 
$25
Part Five: The Lost Wisdom of Women: 
Reclaiming Our Recovery - Earn 
1.5 CEs for $25
Part Six: Come On Get Happy: Women, 
Recovery, and Happiness - Earn 1.5 CEs for 
$25
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Join NAADAC! 

Over 320 CEs of free educational webinars are 

available. Education credits are FREE for NAADAC 

members. 

Webinar Series

In each issue of Advances in Addiction & Recovery, 

NAADAC’s magazine, one article is eligible for CEs. 

Magazine Articles

Earn CEs at home and at your own pace 

(includes study guide and online 

examination).

Independent Study Courses

Demonstrate advanced education in diverse 

topics with the NAADAC Certificate 

Programs: 

• Certificate of Achievement for Addiction 

Treatment in Military & Veteran Culture

• Certificate of Achievement for Clinical 

Supervision in Addiction Treatment

• Conflict Resolution in Recovery

• National Certificate in Tobacco 

Treatment Practice

Certificate Programs

NAADAC Annual Conference, October 7th – 12th, 2022 

Indianapolis, Indiana

www.naadac.org/annualconference

Second Annual Engagement in the Black Community: A 

Virtual NAADAC Summit

www.naadac.org/engagement-in-the-black-community-

webinars

Conferences and Events

NAADACorg 

Naadac 

NAADAC

Thank You
NAADAC, the Association for Addiction Professionals

703.741.7686 / 800.548.0497 

naadac@naadac.org

www.naadac.org
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Instructions for Social Workers Certificate

www.naadac.org/webinars N A A D A C ,  t h e  A s s o c i a t i o n  f o r  A d d i c t i o n  P r o f e s s i o n a l s
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