Defensive and Distorted Styles of Thought in Addictive Behavior
Throughout the course of our lives we develop certain habitual styles of thinking that serve as defenses or distortions of reality, feeding into craving and urges and aiding in the cycle of relapse of addictive behavior. Defenses and distortions of thought are often unconscious ways of trying to protect ourselves from a painful reality that we don’t want to face. As we become more familiar with these common styles of thinking we can begin to recognize them in any given moment, and as soon as we do, we have stepped out of auto-pilot and are now present to the moment. In this presence we have the ability to simply notice these as mental events in the mind that come and go and to consciously choose a new direction. As you listen to the following habits of the mind make a mental checkmark next to the thoughts patterns that sound familiar to you.  

The first thought pattern is a defense that most of us have heard of and have probably used at some point in the addictive cycle: 

1. Denial: Denial is refusing to accept reality – it is a psychological process that we use to protect ourselves by blocking difficult and painful things from our awareness.  For example: “I don’t not have a problem with my drinking.”

2. Minimizing: Minimizing is admitting we have a problem with an addictive behavior to some degree but in such a way that makes it seem less serious or significant than it really is. For example: “I only had a few drinks – I was okay to drive.”

3. Rationalizing: Rationalizing is inventing excuses so as to make unacceptable or addictive behavior seem acceptable – the behavior itself is not denied, but an inaccurate explanation is given – For example: “I had a really hard day at work, I needed a drink to chill out.”

4. Intellectualizing:  Intellectualizing is a way to avoid experiencing the emotional pain connected to the awareness of our addiction problem by keeping things general and vague – For example: “lots of people have wine with dinner, are they all alcoholics?”

5. Blaming: Blaming is trying to make other people, places, or things responsible for our behavior – our behavior is not denied but its cause is placed ‘out there’ rather than with ourselves. For example: “You would drink too if you were married to her.”

6. Bargaining:  Bargaining is cutting deals or setting conditions for when things will be right to deal with the problem. For example: “I’ll quit drinking after I finish my big project at work.”

7. Catastrophizing: Catastrophizing is when a person assumes that worst possible outcome – which often amplifies anxiety. We look at a situation that we are facing and automatically imagine the worst possible thing that could happen. The mind gets lost in the what if’s game. For example: “If I tell anyone that I drank again I will lose my job, my husband will leave me, and I will out on the street.” 

8. All-or-Nothing Thinking: All-or-nothing thinking is when we think that things are either black or white, right or wrong and there is no grey area. If we think this way then it becomes difficult to integrate the uncertainties of life without relapsing. For example: “I can’t believe I had a sip of wine, I am such a bad person and I ruined my recovery.” 
In practicing mindfulness, we begin to understand that the words and images in our mind are just mental events that come and go like everything else. We learn to acknowledge the thoughts or judgments that arise, label them – such as rationalizing or denial, and increase our awareness of the pervasive patterns of defenses and thought distortions that keep us arrested in our addicted behavior.  Mindfulness gives us the mental space or pause to break free from these habits of the mind, empowering us to make a positive change.

