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Julián Melgosa

Behavioral Addictions: A Growing Trend
he matter is serious. Christian students from principled
families, enrolled in Adventist schools and colleges,
and attending church regularly, are at risk for addiction. not only the danger of substance addiction, but addicted to acceptable and accessible commodities such as food,
the Internet, or games. those of us working with young people in
educational settings have often encountered promising and goodhearted young adults who struggle with behavioral addictions. If provided with a non-judgmental environment, they pour
out their frustration with tears and halting words. they talk about
their inability to quit or reduce their
behavior; they feel sorry for themselves and afraid for their future. As an educator, my heart
breaks for them as I see them
wanting to be free from this trap,
do well in their classes, please
their parents and teachers, and
succeed academically and professionally. their desired goals are
blocked by a seemingly insurmountable behavioral barrier.
Behavioral addictions, defined
as persistent and recurring problematic consequences that occur
due to the practice of a particular
addictive behavior,1 are a difficult
and sensitive topic with many
ramifications. teachers, principals,
and other school personnel often encounter this problem without warning and consequently feel unprepared to interact positively with children or young adults who
struggle. Some dismiss the problem, or even ignore it, hoping that
this is a developmental hiccup that will go away with time. Some
hasten to send messages of disapproval and surprise—“Can a
man scoop fire into his lap without his clothes being burned?”
(Proverbs 6:27, nIV),2 or ask: “how could you get into this mess?”
But the truth is that these young people don’t know why they got
into the mess. Instead, they desperately need to know how to get
out of it.
how? Instead of looking at the past or searching for the reasons, affected youth need opportunities to talk to someone who
listens and is willing and ready to offer assistance. they need our
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prayers, and they need us praying with them—ongoing prayer, embedded in the daily routine. they also need a hopeful vision. teachers, principals, parents, and friends can remind them, with full conviction, that God understands them and promises a bright future,
even if it is painful now—“the God of all grace, who called you to
his eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little while,
will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast”
(1 Peter 5:10). they need to be assured that they can rely on their
heavenly Father: “Call on me in the day of trouble; I will deliver
you, and you will honor me” (Psalm 50:15). Promises like these will
encourage young people in their
struggle with behavioral addictions, especially those receptive to
Scripture.
they also need a clear demonstration of love and support. “there
is no fear in love. But perfect love
drives out fear, because fear has
to do with punishment” (1 John
4:18). Parents, teachers, school
staff, and friends may feel afraid—
and, of course, the individual
trapped in the addiction also feels
frightened. But, by the grace of
God, we have to remind ourselves
that love drives out fear. they need
love, and they need support.
Are prayer, a hopeful view, and
plenty of love and support sufficient? they can be in a number of
cases, but many others require additional intervention. As this
special issue shows, behavioral addictions are complex enough
to necessitate skilled help. And that is why teachers and principals, parents, and friends often need to insist that the affected
young person obtain treatment from a mental-health specialist
with specialized knowledge and experience to treat the individual
successfully.
this special issue of the JOURnAL is devoted to the important
topic of behavioral addictions, sometimes referred to as non-chemical addictions. Our church has historically prepared young people
to avoid addiction to alcohol, nicotine, and other drugs, and overall,
it has done a good job.3 however, behavioral addictions have
caught educators by surprise, and this kind of addiction has beContinued on page 47
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come a significant risk with a sizable incidence in Adventist schools, colleges, and universities.4 the authors present an overall description of the
most common behavioral addictions, their effects on conduct, and the
subsequent difficulty of breaking habits that produce obsession, compulsion, and withdrawal symptoms when not used.
the articles presented in this issue discuss the topic from a variety of
perspectives. my lead article provides a definition and scope for understanding behavioral addiction. Austin C. Archer explains the neurobiological
and spiritual implications, and tron Wilder and Steven Baughman propose
school-wide strategies for addressing the issue. And for each of the most
common forms of behavioral addiction found in Christian educational settings, various authors explain how they emerge and can be addressed:
food (Leslie R. martin and Shelley S. mcCoy), Internet games (Linda L. Ivy),
Internet use (mary e. Varghese and Carlos Fayard), pornography (Brad hinman), and exercise (tammy Bovee and Amanda Gunn).
It is our intention that this issue serve as an instrument to help education personnel become more informed about the topic of behavioral
addictions and provide a good introduction to each form of addiction.
Beyond that, it offers suggestions about providing support, care, and taking action when the reader finds a student in need. Above all, this issue
recommends that we prepare to refer students to the most qualified professional available. With divine guidance and proper training, education
personnel can receive a clear understanding of this growing problem,
obtain inspiration on how to help those who struggle with addiction and
the empowerment to act on behalf of those who need help.
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