HEALTHY LIVING

Learning to Live a Conscious Life

by Dan Gray and Todd Olson

There are many good books available on the topics of healthy liv-
ing and giving up unhealthy habits. It is not our purpose here to
go into a lengthy discussion of either of these topics, but rather
to explain very simply how living consciously—rather than operat-
ing on an instinctive level—can have a positive effect on your life.
We’ll also give you a little background on how your brain works
and why people choose different ways to get their needs met—
either in a healthy way or an unhealthy way. This knowledge will
help you discover your own personal strategies that can lead you
to a healthier lifestyle.

While developing our LifeSTAR program and supplementary
workbook series for sexual addicts and their partners, we came to
the realization that much of what we teach to addicts and their
partners could be applied to improve the lives of the general
public, not just restricted to those suffering from sexual addiction.
We realized that there is more to a truly healthy life than just the
absence of disease or weakness. In fact, in our work with this very
difficult topic of addiction and recovery, we determined that we
needed to live the same principles that we are teaching to recov-
ering addicts in order to keep our own lives in balance and to
find purpose and satisfaction. As a result, this booklet has been
written for anyone who is seeking to elevate his or her life to a
higher plane.
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Because current research indicates that there is no black-and-white
moment at which a problematic or unhealthy behavior becomes an
addiction, we have chosen to use the terms “unhealthy behaviors”
and “addictive behaviors” interchangeably throughout this book.
Likewise, we sometimes refer to the process of eliminating these
behaviors as “recovery.” Each person experiences unhealthy behav-
iors individually and to varying degrees—from seriously addicted to
problematic to merely annoying. In order to give you a better
understanding of how to live a healthy life and avoid the pitfalls of
addiction, we need to explain what addiction is, and how the defini-
tion of addiction has evolved over the last few years due to recent
research. Please don’t get caught up in the terms and dismiss the
information in this book as not applying to you or your situation.

What, exactly, is addiction?

You'll find as many different definitions of addiction as there are
books written on the subject. These definitions cover everything
from compulsive dependence to casual cravings. In today’s society,
many use the term “addiction” lightly. Have you ever heard some-
one say that they were absolutely addicted to chocolate chip ice
cream or that their favorite author’s books are totally addicting? Are
these people actually addicted to ice cream or to a certain author’s
books? Probably not, but they may be displaying some of the char-
acteristics of addiction.

A good, practical definition of addiction that is frequently used is:

“Addiction is the use of a substance or activity for the purpose of
lessening pain or augmenting pleasure, by a person who has lost
control over the rate, frequency, or duration of its use, and whose

life has become progressively unmanageable as a result.”
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In more simple terms: If you cannot control when you start or stop
a behavior, and if the behavior causes problems for you and those

close to you, you're addicted.

You may have noticed that the above definitions are not solely
related to substance abuse. Until about 40 years ago, it was gener-
ally assumed that the human body could get addicted only to
mood-altering substances, which did not go beyond the obvious
ingestibles (substances taken into the body), such as drugs, alco-
hol, food, tobacco, etc. But in the 1970s, scientists discovered that
addiction was related to biochemical changes within the brain.
Researchers John Hughes and Hans Kosterlitz targeted tiny amino-
acid molecules in the brain that are responsible for manufacturing
potent, mood-altering chemicals. Known as endorphins, these mol-
ecules bear a striking structural similarity to opiates. This discov-
ery—that the brain could produce its own opiates—has led the
research community to reexamine the biochemical mechanism of

human behavior.

Thousands of studies have since been conducted to explore the
relationship between thoughts, feelings, behaviors, and brain
chemistry. It has now become obvious that not only can individuals
become addicted to ingestible mood-altering substances, but they
can become addicted to non-ingestible, mood-altering activities
and behaviors as well. Departing from the traditional definition of
addiction—a pathological (or unhealthy) relationship with a mood-
altering substance—we can now expand this definition to describe
addiction as “a pathological (or unhealthy) relationship with a

mood-altering experience.”
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YOUR BRAIN AND THE THREE STYLES OF ADDICTION

Your brain contains billions of nerve cells, known as neurons, that
use electrical signals to communicate with each other and keep the
body functioning. Helping these electrical signals along are special
chemicals called neurotransmitters. There are many different types
of neurotransmitters, among which are epinephrine (adrenaline),

endorphins, dopamine, serotonin, and norepinephrine.

Each neurotransmitter has different functions and causes different
reactions within the body. Adrenaline, for example, stimulates heart
activity and increases the body’s metabolic rate, causing symptoms
such as heart pounding and sweating. Endorphins are connected to
relaxation and sedation, while dopamine leads to a “spaced-out”

fantasy experience.

By repeatedly activating these particular neurotransmitters in your
brain through habitual behaviors, you create certain pathways in
your brain that lead you to seek either the rush of adrenaline; the
calm, peaceful feeling of endorphins; an “other-worldly” escape; or

all of the above.

When dealing with sexual addicts, we categorize the three different
styles of addiction into which people generally fall, by the neuro-
transmitters associated with each style (Figure 1). It is interesting to
note that these addictive styles also cross over into chemical addic-
tions, and can just as easily cross over into virtually any kind of

behavior, whether healthy or not.
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expression, or various forms of mystical experience. These addicts
would favor hallucinogens such as LSD, mushrooms, marijuana, and
peyote. These are the daydreamers who have learned to use avoid-
ance tactics to escape from their troubles, or who, on the extreme

end, may seem emotionally paralyzed.

As we have studied how these neurotransmitters work and have
watched the effect they have in our clients’ lives, we have found an
interesting correlation between the three styles of addiction and
the general behavior that our non-addicted clients—and human
beings the world over—tend to gravitate toward. We all activate the

feel-good neurotransmitters in different ways throughout our day.

A good example that many people can relate to is television view-
ing. Do you lean toward action-packed thrillers that get your heart
pumping, or blood-curdling horror movies that keep you awake for
hours? (arousal) Or would you pick a light romantic comedy to
escape from the stresses of your day? (satiation) And what about
those who seem to just “veg-out” in front of the tube, spending
hours watching whatever happens to be on—from the shopping
networks to cooking shows to late-night infomercials, etc.? (fantasy)
These descriptions apply, of course, to movies, video and comput-

er games, and Internet usage.

Another universal example of using the different styles of behavior
is how you take your meals. Do you eat on the run—grabbing a
quick bite and eating while you're driving/working/reading/talking
on the phone, etc.? Do you prefer a leisurely, drawn-out, European-
style of dining, where every morsel is savored? Or do you eat—and

possibly overeat—without even realizing what you're doing?
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Of course these are normal, everyday activities. They're not illegal
or unethical, and are not likely to cause problems in your personal
life—unless taken to the excess. But they all, to varying degrees,
demonstrate ways that we can choose to activate neurotransmitters
in our lives. We hope you are starting to draw your own conclu-
sions now as to how these neurotransmitters may play an important

part in your life.

We suggest to our clients that they become observers and start to
notice their choices and behaviors. Becoming more aware of how
these neurotransmitters are at work in your life—particularly if your
life's out of balance—will help you find more positive ways of deal-
ing with the behavioral challenges that face all of us throughout our
lives. Our clients—both addicts and non-addicts alike—have found
that a good way to become more aware and self-observant is to
make a practice of journaling each day. If you have a hard time get-
ting started and are not sure what to write about, consider the nine
core emotions, which are anger, fear, guilt, joy, loneliness, love,
pain, passion, and shame, and think about how you've experienced

them during the day.

INSTINCT vs. CONSCIOUS LIVING

In the above paragraphs, we have given you a quick tutoring as to
how your brain responds to the “feel-good” neurotransmitters.
Now we would like to take that knowledge one step further to
explain how you can use it to focus on living a healthier lifestyle,
and to help you understand what change and improvement will
take, in terms of reprogramming your brain. The goal is not to
eliminate these “feel-good” neurotransmitters, but rather to learn

how to use them within healthy bounds.
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I really don't like my job. I'm always so happy to get out of
there at the end of the day; but | didn’t realize how much it was
affecting me until last night. When the news at 10 was over, |
looked down and saw that | had eaten an entire quart of ice
cream right out of the carton!

—Jeanette M.

A friend introduced me to online chess and some other comput-
er games at work and | started playing a little when | was
bored. "A little when | was bored” soon turned into using the
computer games as stress relief. | had no idea how much time |
was spending at those games until one day | looked up and
realized I'd spent most of the afternoon in a chess game. | don’t
know where the time went!

—Jim K.

Jeanette's and Jim’s experiences aren't all that unusual in our socie-
ty. In clinical terms, they are being driven by the part of the brain
known as the limbic system. The limbic system is instinctive and is
what motivates all human beings to seek pleasure and avoid pain,
as well as to activate the “fight or flight” response in times of dan-
ger. In a very real sense, it is responsible for our well-being, sur-

vival, and self-preservation.

Another area of our brain, known as the cerebral cortex, is the part
of our brain that can override instinct, which is what separates us
from the animal kingdom. The cerebral cortex helps us to reason
and make healthy choices. It is where we process information and
learn how to widen the gap between instinctual urges and con-

scious choice. When we understand both these facets of our brain
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structure, it becomes more clear that our goal—whether we suffer
from addictions or not—needs to be the pursuit of healthy living.
And we can live more productive lives by learning to activate the

cerebral cortex in order to control our instinctive behavior.

It is within the cerebral cortex that we find the key to controlling—
and extinguishing—addictive or negative behavior. By activating
the cerebral cortex, or the voice of reason, we can bring about
more lasting behavioral changes, rather than the “quick-fix” that

the limbic system is programmed to bring about.

As mentioned above, after repeatedly activating these particular
neurotransmitters in your brain through overeating, drugs, alcohol,
or any other habitual destructive behavior, the pathways you have
created in your brain are still there, still waiting to offer you the
rush of adrenaline; the calm, peaceful feeling of endorphins; an
“other-worldly” escape; or all of the above. While some may seek
to recover by stopping the behavior, this method would not bring

about true change.

Although it is a common belief that just stopping the behavior
should also control those instinctive urges, it is important to note
that simply shutting down the stimulation of the reward center of
the brain will not constitute recovery. In fact, we believe that
healthy doses of these stimuli are actually good for us. While the
addict must replace the unhealthy behavior with health-promoting
activities and can no longer rely on the singularly explosive experi-
ence of an addictive high, all of us—addicts or not—can benefit
from learning new methods of activating these neurotransmitters,
or pathways to pleasure, in order to enhance a healthy and ful-
filled lifestyle.
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You must be proactive in your approach to improvement by seek-
ing out healthy activities that provide natural highs, and to learn to
rely more on your reasonable cerebral cortex and less on your
instinctual limbic system. Any unhealthy behavior—or behavior that
is keeping you from living the life you desire—must not only be
stopped, it must be replaced by something healthy. So, how do
you do that?

You can start by taking charge of the choices you make and not let-
ting your brain run on "“auto-pilot.” We call this “conscious liv-
ing"”"—»being constantly aware of the choices you make. Advance
planning is the key to conscious living, and can be applied effec-
tively to even the most minute details of your life. In fact, we sug-
gest you practice conscious living by scheduling these small details
in advance. For example, we recommend that our clients reduce
the amount of television they watch by planning exactly what pro-
grams, if any, will be viewed each day. Have your plan firmly in

mind before you even turn on the TV.

We likewise apply this same concept to our clients’ eating habits.
By planning each day’s meals and snacks in advance, the tendency
to “graze” all day long or to binge-eat is minimized.In Jeanette's
example above, she could plan to have a bowl of ice cream with
her dinner at the dining room table, and then make the conscious

choice not to eat while watching television.

To help you get in the habit of conscious living and of activating
the cerebral cortex, we suggest you begin each day by asking
yourself a question—What do | want to celebrate today? Write your
answer at the top of a 3 x 5 card and use the rest of the card to

plan out the day’s eating, healthy living activities, one special proj-

-10- © 2006 LifeSTAR Network by Dan Gray, LCSW, and Todd Olson, LCSW.



ect you've been putting off, and any notes, thoughts, or great
ideas you've had during the day that you want to remember—and
know you'll forget if you don’t write them down (Figure 2). Keep
the card with you throughout the day to help you stay focused on

your goals.

Figure 2

Date: April 27
Cor-Card™

Today | am Celebratinq that SPY‘if\ﬁ is fir\a_ll\/ here,

Food Plan Healthy Living

B-oatmeal /blueberries Run on treadmill for 1/2 hour

L-leftovers from dinner Arrive at work 5 min. early

D-Soccer banguet with Jordan Keep desk straightened-no piles!

Quality time with each child

Notess Talk to coach about Limit TV to | hour

Jordan’s tournament Remember to pray

(WY I N Iy R NN

Plan PTA fundraising drive In bed by 10:30

What have | been putting off that | can accomplish today?

Take the car in to be serviced

© 2005 LifeSTAR Network
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Starting the day by asking yourself what you will celebrate engages
the cerebral cortex and plants positive feelings that can reap great
rewards throughout your day. Fill in the blank with something for
which you are grateful, or that makes you laugh, or brings you joy,
or that you would like to bless, or be reminded of. To celebrate is
to praise or pay tribute, or admire or acknowledge. You can cele-
brate the beautiful dawn, or the fact that it's Friday. Some days
your celebration list may be overflowing, and other days you may
be hard-pressed to find one small notion, but the important thing is

that you do it each day.

You may be wondering why we ask you to plan your eating for the
day when our focus is not on dieting. Since everybody has to eat,
writing down your food plan in advance is just one more very effec-
tive way of engaging your cerebral cortex. What you eat—or plan
to eat—is not so important. The value comes from writing it down
in advance and then doing your best to stick to it, thus eating con-

sciously rather than instinctively.

You also may be wondering what to write in the Healthy Living sec-
tion. As you read above, just stopping unwanted behaviors is not
enough. True change will only take place when negative behaviors
are replaced by healthy behaviors. Take time each day to schedule
healthy-living activities that will help you succeed, and lead you

toward your goals and a healthier lifestyle.

Instead of using this card as a daily planner with all your appoint-
ments and activities listed, we are asking that you just choose one
thing that you have been putting off—for whatever reason—and
commit to accomplishing it. It may be as simple as making the doc-

tor appointment you should've made two months ago, or washing
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your car, or cleaning out your desk drawer. Or it may be something
more complex such as doing your taxes. Our clients have been
amazed at how this simple process has given them such a sense of
satisfaction, when at the end of the day they know they have fol-
lowed through and completed at least one task that has been nag-
ging at them. And you'll be surprised at how these little one-a-day
accomplishments add up and help you get caught up on your to-
do list.

We suggest that you save your cards in a recipe box or file to help
you keep track of your progress. It will be interesting for you to go
back and review previous cards to see how the nature of what you
want to celebrate each day has changed. The cards also become a
mini-journal when you make good use of the Notes and Healthy

Living sections.

Because the use of this planning method activates your cerebral
cortex, we call these cards Cor-Cards™. At the back of this book
you will find a blank Cor-Card which you can tear out and reprint
on card stock. If you wish to purchase a six-month supply of
preprinted Cor-Cards complete with affirmations and inspirational
thoughts on the back, or for more details on using the cards,

please visit www.lifestarnetwork.org.
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You may have noticed that there is nothing on the Cor-Cards relat
ing to addiction or getting over bad habits. We are introducing Cor-
Cards in this booklet because using the Cor-Card principles, and
engaging the cerebral cortex, is a great way for any person (addict-
ed or not) to improve his or her life, and start living more conscious-
ly. These cards have been used with great success by partners and
families of addicts, and by people who are suffering from addictions
other than sexual, as well as by those who are already living healthy
lifestyles. They are also finding favor with those who feel bogged
down by cumbersome daily planners or by the oft-confusing multi-
tude of high-tech gadgets on the market today. In short, Cor-Cards
are a simple and refreshingly low-tech way to get back to the core

of what really matters, one day at a time.
The Three Styles of Recovery and Healthy Living

About a year ago my sister and | started taking a ceramics class
that meets every Thursday night. | loved the class and found
myself looking forward to it each week; but | finally had to quit
last month because | was just too busy to spare that extra night
each week. However, I've since realized how much value | got
out of that class. | always came home feeling relaxed and ful-
filled—it was a perfect way to unwind at the end of my crazy
weeks. And it was just nice to sit around talking to other
women in such a casual atmosphere. Plus, it was a great oppor-
tunity to be creative—which | don’t get in many other ways.
—NMarian M.

Marian may not have been specifically aware of the “feel-good”

neurotransmitters that were at work in her life when she was taking

the ceramics class, but she was able to identify the positive bene-
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fits she received from going to her ceramics class every Thursday

and she missed them when they were no longer a part of her life.

We propose using the same neurotransmitters that you're primarily
attracted to—which may vary at different times in your life (and
even day to day)—and using them in healthy ways, by seeking new
hobbies, sports, or activities that you enjoy, and then practicing
and developing these new interests until they become rewarding,

life-enriching, lasting passions.

For more clarity on making the healthy lifestyle changes suggested
above, we have adapted the three styles of addiction to become
the three styles of recovery and healthy living (Figure 3). It will be
necessary to integrate all three styles into your plan in order to
achieve the balance you are seeking. If you experience resistance
to incorporating a particular style into your life, it is probably the
area that you need to work on the most, so don‘t shy away from

any of the three.

Figure 3

| THREE STYLES of RECOVERY !

Relaxation

F Y
Satiation
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* Arousal becomes Excitement. Those who dislike boredom and
seem to run on adrenaline are naturally drawn to some of the
more thrill-seeking activities, such as rock climbing, paragliding,
skiing, or any other high-energy athletic activity. But even a fast
paced game of basketball or a quick run can induce a natural

high, as well as being a spectator in any exciting event.

Satiation becomes Relaxation. Calm and sedation are sought
after to satisfy this urge, and the need for relaxation can be met
through such calming activities as playing chess, reading, relax-
ing in a bubble bath or hot tub. For the addict in recovery, it is
very important to learn how to relax since many people use
addictive behaviors to help them escape the fast pace of life

that most of us experience.

Fantasy becomes Creativity. Taking a craft class, journaling, or
writing poetry and prose are some of the many ways to move
toward a healthy style of recovery if you find yourself frequently
slipping into a dream world. Tapping into your creative self can
help you channel your daydreaming into constructive avenues,
like one of our clients who has begun building a cradle for his
soon-to-be-born first grandchild, or another who has become

very involved in scrapbooking for her children.

If you're not sure which style you lean toward, pay special attention
to your journaling on the nine core emotions mentioned previously,
or start exploring all three. Many of our clients have found their
neurotransmitter style varies, and have benefited from incorporat-

ing activities from all three styles into their plan.
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Summary

In the words of noted author and physician Archibald J. Cronin,
“The virtue of all achievement is victory over oneself. Those who
know this victory can never know defeat.” We urge you to study
this book. Learn about addiction and how it affects the neurotrans-
mitters in your brain. Study the three styles of addiction and experi-
ment with the three styles of recovery and healthy living. Start right
now to engage your cerebral cortex by using the Cor-Cards daily.
Don't give up. What you will gain, victory over yourself, will be well
worth it.
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Date:
Cor-Card™
Today | am celebrating
Food Plan Healthy Living
d
a
a
a
Notes: d
a
d
What have | been putting off that | can accomplish today?
© 2005 LifeSTAR Network
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LifeSTAR Network provides assistance to individuals struggling with
pornography and sexual addictions, as well as help for their family
members. LifeSTAR Network’s private, customized programs are avail-
able online through www.lifestarnetwork.org.

This book contains the copyrighted and proprietary intellectual prop-
erty of Dan Gray, LCSW, and Todd Olson, LCSW, with Becky Harding
and Andrea Halls as editors. Design by JaKell Sullivan.

If your group would like the rights to use or reproduce any part of this
material, or if you would like to be certified as a LifeSTAR Network
therapist, please contact Dan Gray or Todd Olson at LifeSTAR
Network, at 151 E. 5600 South, #204, Murray, Utah 84107,

(801) 262-4599. Website: www.lifestarnetwork.org.

The LifeSTAR Network program—as well as any associated pro d-
ucts or those recommended within—is not intended to take the
place of therapy. We advise all users of this program to consider
face-to-face counseling with a qualified licensed therapist in your
local area.

Dan Gray, LCSW, the clinical director of LifeSTAR Network, is a
licensed clinical social worker specializing in addictions counseling.
He has lectured and provided training and consultation to numer-
ous community, religious, and professional oganizations.

Todd Olson, LCSW, is the program directorof Life STAR Network. He
is a licensed clinical social worker specializing in sexual addiction,
anorexia, codependence, and trauma survival. His private practice
includes individuals, couples, and group therapy.

Both Dan Gray and Todd Olson are available for on-site training and
consultation by contacting LifeSTAR Network, 151 E. 5600 South, #204,
Murray, Utah 84107, (801) 262-4599.
Website: www.lifestarnetwork.org.
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