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Abstract
This paper discusses addiction recovery from its causes to diagnosis and treatment. It explores the emotional, psychological, and social impacts of addiction, including how it affects relationships and an individual’s overall well-being. While traditional treatments have long been used, this paper focuses on the growing role of the arts in supporting recovery. Creative arts therapies, such as visual and performing arts, offer alternative ways for individuals to express emotions, rebuild self-identity, and form connections with others. Through a review of various pieces of literature, this paper demonstrates how incorporating the arts into treatment can support long-term recovery and emotional healing.




Addiction, defined by the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) as "compulsive behavior and the inability to control one's actions despite adverse consequences," is a disorder that affects not only the brain's chemistry but also the individual's emotional and psychological health, resulting in feelings of isolation, guilt, and despair (NIDA, 2014). It most commonly affects individuals on a physical, psychological, and emotional level. Even in the best cases, it results in long-term consequences for the abuser's relationships and health rather than death. Curiosity or peer pressure can start the addiction cycle, and environment, genetics, or mental illness can exacerbate it (Juergens, 2017). Matthew Perry and Avicii offer classic examples of how fame provides no shield against the devastation of addiction, testifying to the interacting dynamics of mental illness, social pressure, and drug abuse (Kaliszewski, 2022; Murray, 2022; Sherer, 2023). As a counter-reaction to the failure of standard treatments, expressive therapies in the form of performing and visual arts have become valuable adjuncts in addiction treatment. They provide an avenue for non-verbal communication, facilitate more profound emotional healing, and establish a sense of connection (Gladding, 2016; Schmanke, 2017). Case studies and specialists' perceptions showcase art's therapeutic power in restoring identity and assuring long-term recovery from drug addiction (Emick, 2018; Parys X, 2019; National Endowment for the Arts, n.d.).
Addiction influences the mind, emotions, and behaviors far beyond the physical dependence on the object. Addiction alters the perception of self, relationships, and the ability to cope with stress and tolerance to emotional pain. Even though everyone with addiction is aware that his or her drug use is harmful and, in fact, even reports very much desiring to stop, they often experience vast difficulty—if not necessarily impossible—doing so by themselves. This is due to the fact that addiction hijacks the brain's reward system, amping up compulsive behavior that overpowers rational thought and self-control. The constant exposure reconditions the brain, generating voracious cravings and triggering cycles of behavior that are hard to relinquish. As a result, individuals can wind up in a cycle where the drug becomes their primary way of coping with emotional suffering, boredom, or trauma. Despite dire consequences—decline in health, ruined relationships, loss of job—the neurological grip of addiction is substantial. Most of these habits are apparent through observation and usually do not have to be reported by any other means. This complex interaction of brain chemistry and behavior accounts for why addiction cannot simply be a matter of willpower or moral failure. Instead, it is an intricate, chronic disease that has to be addressed comprehensively, both the physical and psychological aspects of the disease being treated (NIDA, 2014).
One of addiction's most dangerous properties, particularly drug and alcohol abuse, is its rapid progression. What begins as casual or exploratory usage can soon become out of hand. Over time, regular use causes a higher tolerance, requiring larger amounts to achieve the same result. This buildup sustains addiction and generates a cycle of decadence where users need the drug to avoid experiencing withdrawal symptoms, which drives their addiction (NIDA, 2014; National Institutes of Health [NIH], 2020).
The cycle of an addict can be challenging to appreciate until the point at which it has already taken root in an individual's life. At that point, addiction has already stepped in and claimed the individual, leaving the addict to prioritize drug abuse over nearly anything else. Although no one ever intends to be addicted, there are numerous contributing factors. People use drugs for different reasons, some of which include curiosity, peer pressure, and to alleviate stress. Environmental circumstances like home environment and peer pressure collaborate to advance the future risk of a substance use disorder (Juergens, 2017). Other factors, such as mental illness, trauma, and genetic susceptibility, also play a contributing role to dangerous substance use behavior (NIDA, 2014).
Addiction is a worldwide issue that affects the lives of tens of millions of people across the globe. According to the National Institute on Drug Abuse (2023), over 20 million people aged 12 and older in the United States have a substance use disorder (SUD) related to alcohol or illicit drugs. In 2018 alone, for instance, around 8.1 million people had illicit drug use disorders, and marijuana was the most used drug. Also, almost 2 million Americans have opioid use disorder (OUD), such as prescription pain drug misuse and heroin use (Yerby, 2021). The data reveals the severity and scope of drug misuse and its impact directly on individuals and extending out to families and society as a whole.
In order to fully understand the intricacy of addiction, it is necessary to go beyond statistics and look at individual cases that capture the emotional and psychological cost of substance use. The struggles experienced by actor Matthew Perry and the singer Avicii are just two of many that illustrate the tragic and often misunderstood nature of addiction, primarily when it affects public figures whose battles unfold under public scrutiny. Both individuals faced not only the physical aspects of addiction but also the psychological and social pressures that often fuel substance abuse (Kaliszewski, 2022; Sherer, 2023; Murray, 2022).
Matthew Perry, renowned for his role as Chandler Bing on the hit television show Friends, endured a long and painful battle with opioid and alcohol addiction. Even as he achieved the pinnacle of his acting career and fame, Perry's personal life was impaired by a cycle of substance abuse that led to severe health complications. He underwent multiple hospitalizations and surgeries due to the toll his substance use took on his body. Perry openly discussed his struggles, acknowledging that his addiction began in his young adulthood—starting substance use at just 14—and that it even affected him during his time on Friends, with the pressures of fame and the need to cope with personal struggles fueling his dependence (Sherer, 2023).
Perry's journey through multiple rehab facilities and his amnesiac medical emergency due to abuse in 2018 marked a turning point, prompting him to confront his addiction head-on. His recovery journey also became a mission to help others, as he used his platform to support people going through similar struggles. He stated on the Q With Tom Power podcast, "The best thing about me, bar none, is that if somebody comes to me and says, 'I cannot stop drinking, can you help me?' I can say 'yes' and follow-up and do it" (Sherer, 2023). Through his vulnerability and determination to help, Perry became an avid supporter of those who struggle but continue their journey in recovery.
Similarly, Avicii struggled with addiction alongside mental illness. Avicii, whose real name was Tim Bergling, became a sensation with chart-topping hits and a burgeoning music career. However, despite his fame, Avicii grappled with anxiety, depression, and substance use. He smoked marijuana for the first time as a teenager, which triggered an episode of paranoia and psychosis. After his family arranged for him to see a psychologist, he was found to have experienced an episode of derealization (Murray, 2022).
As he continued his substance use, Avicii—like Perry—faced multiple medical emergencies. Despite medical advice, he persisted with an intense touring schedule. As he explained, "Of course, I did not listen to the majority of doctors. I listened to the couple who said it would be okay if I were careful. I was ignorant and naive and touring the world, still on the never-ending tour because once you have circled it once, guess what? You start right back over again" (Murray, 2022). Following several hospitalizations, his friends and family staged an intervention—a structured conversation designed to help individuals recognize their addiction and commit to recovery.
Avicii began a recovery journey, including rigorous meditation to center his mind and reduce his reliance on substances. However, his mental health has worsened. Friends noted signs of severe depression, including social withdrawal, poor self-care, and refusal to eat. These struggles tragically culminated in his death by suicide in 2018 at the age of 28. A posthumous documentary revealed how Avicii had used music and art as outlets to cope with emotional distress, yet the overwhelming pressure and unresolved addiction ultimately led to his tragic end (Murray, 2022). His story exemplifies the connection between mental health challenges, addiction, and the urgent need for stronger support systems for those in the public eye.	
Addiction is a chronic condition that is a brain disease affecting brain chemistry that alters the brain's reward system, leading individuals to have a difficult time stopping drug use, regardless of their desire to do so. Research suggests addiction is a condition beyond just wanting to consume substances because it changes the brain's standard reward system that releases large amounts of the neurotransmitter known as dopamine and is associated with rewards and pleasure when a person consumes drugs/alcohol. Continuing effects from the substance(s) consumed result in a decreased amount of dopamine filled in the brain so that the user must consume more than before to try and experience the effects same experience they did when they first started using, thus leading to increased use or overdosing themselves (National Institutes of Health [NIH], 2020).
With the increase in substance use disorders, including the opioid epidemic, other forms of treatment, including performing arts, have been increasingly looked at in terms of treatment for recovery. The use of performing arts as a preventative tool and as a therapeutic means for patients with addiction (Schmanke, 2017). There are multiple performing arts that can be utilized to assist individuals in expressing feelings that may have been buried with the help of drugs or illicit substances, such as dance, music, drama, and art therapy. Performing arts as a healthy way to express oneself is just another way to release emotion and build self-esteem and community among recovering individuals (Gladding, 2016; Schmanke, 2017).
The National Endowment for the Arts (NEA, 2020) places great significance on the work that arts-centered programs can perform in helping to deal with public health crises, especially where opioid abuse is involved. The NEA report indicates the ways in which creative engagement with the visual arts, music, theatre, dance, and writing can prove to be successful interventions and response to addiction. They are not only recreational activities; they possess healing benefits, and they cure the psychological and emotional causes of drug dependence (NEA, 2020).
Arts therapies have also been shown to increase emotional expression, improve self-esteem, and promote healthy coping strategies—factors most critical in working through addiction. In patients recovering from opioid use disorder, participation in art experience has been discovered to reduce loneliness, anxiety, and hopelessness, those constant root causes of drug taking. Group art programs also help build social relationships and provide caring community environments, both of which are most critical in sustaining long-term recovery (NEA, 2020).
Moreover, NEA reports show that the inclusion of the arts in public health interventions may add to the effectiveness of conventional treatment approaches. For example, art therapy sessions might be used in combination with clinical intervention as a key path toward recovery. Community arts projects have been used, in some instances, for raising awareness, generating momentum, and involving individuals in open conversations about addiction and recovery (NEA, 2020).
Lastly, the NEA report emphasizes that art should not only be considered an escape; however, rather it should be an essential part of larger culturally sensitive and multi-dimensional approaches to drug abuse prevention and healing opioid-impacted communities (NEA, 2020).
Art therapy was found to be a life-altering treatment for addiction recovery through studies. NIH's PubMed Central (PMC, 2020) concluded that art therapy enabled individuals to express their emotions, reduced anxiety, and improved psychological well-being. Individuals are able to express inner experience by means of painting, drawing, or sculpture, providing an avenue of nonverbal coping with painful feelings. This therapeutic activity provides an individual with a sense of control and mastery of one's life—something lost by the grip of addiction. Art therapy also evokes present-moment awareness and mindfulness, enabling an individual to notice creating rather than distracting thoughts or cravings, which is crucial in the early stage of recovery.
Art therapy can even help relearn social skills and relationships. Addicts are mostly alone and struggle to form normal relationships. The arts allow them to connect with others who have the same emotional problems. This builds a feeling of shattering stigmas, empathy, and common membership in the group—a state where healing can take place (Emick, 2018; Parys X, 2019). Engaging in artistic activities enables them to connect with others who are experiencing similar emotional challenges. This shared experience helps dismantle stigma, fosters empathy, and creates a sense of solidarity and belonging in group settings—an environment where healing becomes possible (Emick, 2018; Parys X, 2019).
Libby Schmanke, in her book Art Therapy and Substance Abuse, writes about the unique role the artistic processes play in helping people uncover their emotional lives. She attests that art therapy offers a secure and nonverbal avenue through which individuals can find their feelings, especially those stemming from trauma, which often motivates substance abuse. Schmanke explains that art provides an alternative to verbal communication, which can be difficult for patients who feel shame or fear facing painful emotions. The creative medium enables them to work through addiction, trauma, and recovery in a therapeutic, artistic setting (Schmanke, 2017).
Furthermore, Schmanke highlights how creating art fosters a sense of accomplishment and independence in individuals who may feel powerless due to addiction. Producing something tangible raises self-esteem and gives individuals a sense of mastery over their lives—something addiction often robs them of. Creativity empowers people by helping them regain control over their lives and recovery (Schmanke, 2017).
Similarly, Samuel T. Gladding, in The Creative Arts in Counseling and Mental Health, discusses how the arts—visual arts, music, and drama—can spark long-lasting emotional and psychological healing. He emphasizes that the creative process opens access to underlying emotions and provides a healthy way to process them. According to Gladding, the creative process gives people a way to work through painful emotions like grief, anger, or shame in a way that feels safe and productive. Art, in this context, becomes a sort of language—one that allows people to express things that are often too difficult to say out loud in traditional therapy. By offering a creative outlet for expression, art therapy reduces symptoms of depression, stress, and anxiety, all of which can contribute to substance abuse (Gladding, 2016).
Gladding also describes how art therapy creates a link between inner conflict and the external world. The relationship between the client and art therapist builds safety and trust, which are crucial factors in addiction recovery. MacKay (1989, as cited in Gladding, 2016, p. 2) states that “acts of artistic expression, in and of themselves, carry their own healing.”
This concept is vividly illustrated by Joe Emick, a former addict who turned to abstract painting as part of his recovery. Emick shares how making art helped him reconnect with his feelings and also with the people in his life, especially his father. He says that after coming out as gay, he felt isolated and rejected and turned to substances to cope. Regular talk therapy wasn't quite cutting it—there was just too much going on emotionally to put into words. But once he started painting, something changed. He was able to portray pain that would otherwise be impossible to explain through his abstract work. Emick discovered that painting allowed him to express and process his feelings in ways that spoken communication did not. His painting evolved into a strong instrument for self-expression and healing. His work created space for conversation, introspection, and, ultimately, healing (Emick, 2020). His tale serves as a poignant reminder that art therapy is more than just recovery; it is also about reconnecting, repairing relationships, and rediscovering oneself.
Several case studies demonstrate the positive impact of performing arts on recovery. For example, Joe Emick, a former addict who turned to art therapy, shares how creating abstract art helped him reconnect with himself and his family, especially his father. Emick described his addiction to cope with isolation after coming out as gay. Through art, he communicated pain nonverbally, facilitating healing and relationship rebuilding (Emick, 2020).
Similarly, Parys X, a TED speaker, recounts his transformation from drug addiction to imprisonment. Having lost his family and at a relapse point, he knew he had to make a turnaround so he would not suffer any more or die. Disconnected from his music initially, he was empty and disconnected from himself and others around him before returning to music and performing. Through the avenue of songwriting and spoken word, Parys X came to work through ingrained trauma and confronted painful feelings that only standard therapy could not reach. It gave him a medium to redefine himself outside of his own personal failure, transforming pain into purpose. His recovery path is one of ongoing creative production and self-reconstruction as he continuously rewrites his narrative through art. Each performance was not just an act of healing but also an act of reclaiming voice and purpose, in which he could identify with other people who also fought the same war. His mantra, "I am becoming," is a testament to a firm belief that recovery is as much a matter of potential for growth and becoming the person he was always supposed to be as it is about abstaining (Parys X, 2019).
Addiction is a relapsing brain disease that is chronic with compulsive drug-seeking or other dangerous behavior that persists in spite of adverse consequences (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2014). Addiction has potent effects in physical, psychological, and emotional dimensions that always have adverse long-term implications on interpersonal relationships and overall health. Addiction etiology commonly begins with initial exposure out of curiosity or peer pressure and is later fueled by environmental circumstances, genetic susceptibility, or concurrent mental illness. The stories of Matthew Perry and Avicii are instructive examples and illustrate that fame offers no insulation against the devastating power of addiction. Their struggles highlight the complex interaction of mental illness, peer pressure, and drug abuse. In response to the failure of conventional treatment methods, expressive therapies such as performing and visual arts have emerged as valuable adjuncts in recovery from addiction. The interventions provide non-verbal communication, facilitate deeper emotional working through, create a sense of shared relatedness, support restoration of identity, and enhance long-term recovery from substance use disorders. By tapping into creative expression, these approaches provide essential tools for rebuilding self-identity and fostering sustained resilience in the face of addiction.
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As a Rallah Scholor, I loved getting the chance to meet the girls and work with them all. They worked super hard and I was very impressed with their determination to be there. I loved working and was very proud of our final production. 
Thank you!


	
	
	



