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When life feels overwhelming, it’s natural to look for quick ways to feel better. Many people turn to temporary
relief coping methods—such as drinking alcohol, binge eating, or distracting themselves endlessly—to numb
distressing feelings. While these strategies may provide short-term respite, relying solely on them can create a
cycle of self-medication that ultimately worsens mental health. For those with co-occurring disorders—a term
describing the simultaneous presence of a mental health condition and a substance use disorder—breaking free
from temporary relief is even more critical.

In this post, we’ll explore why treating only one part of a co-occurring disorder often fails, how the self-medication
cycle operates, and what healthy coping strategies and emotion regulation skills you can build to break the
habit loop of temporary relief coping. If you’re seeking expert advice or resources, the FindATopDoc website offers
easy navigation to connect you with specialists, helpful blogs, and personalized care.

Understanding Co-Occurring Disorders
Co-occurring disorders refer to having a mental health disorder and a substance findatopdoc.com use disorder
at the same time. For example, a person might struggle with anxiety and use alcohol to cope, or have depression
and misuse prescription medications. Recognizing that these conditions are interlinked is important because one
influences the other.

Many people don’t realize that:

Mental health symptoms can drive substance use as a form of self-medication.

Substance use can worsen or change the course of mental illness.

Addressing one condition without treating the other often leads to relapse.

Therefore, integrated treatment, which addresses both conditions simultaneously, is considered best practice.

Why Integrated Treatment Matters

Integrated treatment means combining care for substance use and mental health disorders into a single
coordinated approach. Instead of one doctor treating addiction and another handling depression separately,
integrated treatment blends therapies and medication management to target the whole picture.

Benefits of integrated treatment include:

Better communication between providers, reducing mixed messages.

Unified goals that address both symptoms and behaviors.

A comprehensive plan that supports long-term recovery and reduces the chance of relapse.

When only one condition is treated, the untreated disorder can undermine progress. For example, treating an
anxiety disorder without addressing alcohol use may lead clients back to drinking when anxiety flares. Integrated
treatment breaks this cycle.

The Self-Medication Cycle: How Temporary Relief Becomes a Trap
Self-medication is when someone uses substances or behaviors to relieve painful feelings or symptoms instead
of professional treatment. While understandable, it often leads to a cycle that is hard to escape.
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Here’s how the cycle typically works:

1. Trigger: Unpleasant emotion or stress arises (e.g., sadness, panic, loneliness).

2. Temporary relief: Substance use or behavior offers quick numbing or distraction.

3. Short-term feel better: The distress diminishes, reinforcing the coping method.

4. Negative consequences: Physical, emotional, or social problems increase due to use.

5. Increased distress: Problems feed back into more emotional pain or symptoms.

6. Repeat: The craving for relief leads to more use, perpetuating the loop.

Temporary relief coping feels like a lifeline but actually deepens distress over time. Recognizing this cycle is the first
step to breaking it.

Why Treating One Condition Alone Can Fail
People with co-occurring disorders often find that treating just their substance use or just their mental illness isn’t
enough. Some reasons include:

Overlapping symptoms: Substance use can mimic or mask psychiatric symptoms, making diagnosis unclear.

Mutual reinforcement: Mental illness symptoms may worsen cravings, while substance use can trigger mood
swings.

Treatment access: Few programs specialize in both at once, creating fragmented care.

Relapse risk: Untreated conditions can cause someone to return to substance use or experience mental
health setbacks.

Integrated treatment programs bridge this gap by providing coordinated care.

Healthy Coping Strategies to Build Emotional Resilience
Shifting from temporary relief coping to healthy coping strategies involves learning new ways to regulate emotions
and handle stress. Below is a checklist of practical techniques to try:

Mindfulness meditation: Practicing present-moment awareness to reduce anxiety and intrusive thoughts.



Physical activity: Walking, yoga, or other activities that boost mood and reduce stress hormones.

Deep breathing exercises: Techniques like box breathing help calm the nervous system quickly.

Journaling: Writing down feelings to process emotions and gain perspective.

Social support: Connecting with friends, support groups, or therapists to share burdens.

Creative outlets: Art, music, or crafts to channel emotions constructively.

Structured routines: Keeping regular sleep, meals, and activities to stabilize mood.

Example: Using Emotion Regulation Skills in Real Life

Consider Jane, who often turns to binge eating when she feels overwhelmed. Instead of trying to cut out binge
eating outright, her therapist helps her learn to identify the feelings she’s avoiding—like loneliness or frustration.
Using deep breathing and a five-minute walk, Jane pauses before eating, gaining control over her impulses. Over
time, she replaces binge eating with healthier habits that support her wellbeing.

Breaking the Habit Loop: Practical Steps
To break the habit loop of temporary relief coping, you can follow a structured process:

1. Awareness: Notice when you feel the urge to use temporary relief methods.

2. Identify triggers: What thoughts, emotions, or situations come before the urge?

3. Pause and reflect: Instead of reacting automatically, take a moment to breathe.

4. Replace the behavior: Use a healthy coping skill from your toolbox (see checklist).

5. Seek support: Talk to a trusted person or professional if you struggle.

6. Plan ahead: Anticipate high-risk times and have strategies ready.

Resources on FindATopDoc

The FindATopDoc website makes it simple to access tools and expert support:

Home: Start here to search for doctors, therapists, and clinics specializing in mental health and addiction.

Expert: Connect with specialists experienced in integrated treatment for co-occurring disorders.



Blog listing: Explore articles on coping skills, recovery tips, and patient education to support your journey.

Final Thoughts
While temporary relief coping methods may seem like a quick fix, they often trap people in cycles that hinder
lasting recovery, especially for those with co-occurring disorders. Understanding the self-medication cycle,
recognizing why treating both mental health and substance use together matters, and building healthy coping
strategies can empower you to break the habit loop and move toward lasting emotional wellness.

If you or a loved one are struggling, remember that help is available—reach out, explore integrated treatment
options, and utilize trusted resources like FindATopDoc to connect with expert care tailored to your needs.
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