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Transcript: The Squiggly Line 

 
 

So welcome to the Squiggly Line Theory. This is an adaptation of the Johnson Institute model 
about Stages of Progression based on my experience of working with families for almost 30 
years. So I want to introduce you to the Squiggly Line Theory and see if this helps you be able to 
grasp the experience of moving from experimentation to addictive use. So let's start with 
experimental use. In general, my argument is that it takes about one to three times for someone to 
decide whether they like an intoxicating substance enough to want to do it again. Usually by the 
time somebody's done something three times, they know what to expect. Now there are lots of 
people who smoke marijuana who don't get high the first time. So that's the reason that they 
sometimes need to try it more than once to decide whether they like it. 
 
It's also true that people have bad experiences and some twisted part of them wants to find out if 
maybe that was just an unusual episode and that maybe if they try it again they'll have a good 
experience. But usually by the time somebody's tried an intoxicating substance one, two or three 
times they know the outcome of the experiment, they either like it or they don't. If they like it 
and they have ongoing access to it they're probably going to use it again, and particularly if 
nothing bad happened. And so they are likely to choose to progress to where most people who 
choose to use drugs or alcohol say they want to be. They want to be a nonproblematic user. They 
want to use without it causing problems in their lives. 
 
 And so consciously or unconsciously, people develop a set of rules. They develop a set of rules 
that are intended to protect them, to help them be able to stay out of trouble. So for example 
somebody might decide that, "I'm never going to use drugs with people I don't know," or "I'm 
never going to use out in public," or "I'm never going to use in my parents' house." These are 
rules that we make consciously or unconsciously in the effort to make sure that using doesn't 
cause problems in our lives. Because remember, we're smart people, we've had exposure to the 
possibility but because we liked it when we experimented we want to continue using it and we 
want to be smart about it. 
 
 And so when I first got into this field, the Johnson Institute model said this was learning the 
buzz, social use, harmful dependency, and active addiction, which imply that when you cross this 
line from going from social use to harmful dependency, that this was the dependency line. And 
that just has not been my experience. There've been a lot of people who've experienced problems 
related to using and who moved outside of social use without moving into dependency or 
addiction. And so that's the reason I developed the Squiggly Line Model as a variation on that 
because I think anecdotally this has been my experience. Let's see if it's been yours. 
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 So if someone actually does experience a problem related to their using, they cross this line and 
something bad has happened. They've gotten a DUI or they failed a test because they overslept 
because they were too hungover from the night before and they didn't show up to school, or they 
experienced some sort of crisis in the household or in a relationship and using actually caused a 
problem. So the person who has not experienced a loss of control says, "Whoo! That was bad, I 
don't like that. I want to be back over here in this nonproblematic stage. I don't want my using to 
cause problems in my life, I obviously need to reign it in. I obviously need to take control." And 
if I have not lost control then that's going to work. 
 
And we see this, there are lots and lots of people in this world who get one DUI but they never 
get another one. And why is that? And part of the reason is because getting a DUI is so 
complicated. It creates so many problems in your life that if you have the ability to control your 
behavior, you're absolutely going to exercise it as much as possible because it takes seven years 
for a DUI to get off your license and your insurance record. It causes so many problems in your 
life on a long-term basis that if you have control, you're going to exercise it. 
 
And so the person who is in this space, who's crossed this line from nonproblematic use to 
problematic use but who has not crossed the squiggly line, who has not experienced a loss of 
control, when they reign it in either by recommitting to their original rules or saying, "I 
obviously need some new rules." I worked with a college student once who had a rule that she 
would never drive after drinking. After she got three drunken disruptive tickets from walking 
home she recognized that she needed another rule which is, "Stay where I start 'cause otherwise I 
get in trouble when I leave." So she adopted another rule. And I have no idea whether that rule 
worked for her and whether she continued down this progression or whether she was able to 
successfully reign it in and get back into imposing her self-identified rules for the sake of staying 
in this nonproblematic zone. 
 
The thing about it is that this line is squiggly because nobody ever means to cross it. If they knew 
where it was, they would never cross it. It's like that line where the Bermuda Triangle is. It's like 
how do you know that you've wandered into that danger zone or into the demilitarized zone, that 
there's this awareness that I'm in risky territory. But if I knew where the line was, I would never 
cross it. Never! Because I do not want this for myself. Nobody wants this for themselves. And 
so, I want to believe that I have control and so I'm determined to demonstrate that I do because 
when I across this line, somebody says, "Oh, you might have a problem. You might have a drug 
problem. You might have an alcohol problem." 
 
 And so, the person who wants to continue to drink or wants to continue to use does not want 
there to be a problem, does not want to have to stop and doesn't want to have to go to treatment 
and certainly doesn't want to enter into recovery because they want to believe that they can get 
back in this zone. And so, they exercise control because they believe they've still got it and see 
what happens. 
 
So, the tricky part is that the person on this side of the line, who has in fact lost control looks 
exactly like the person on this side of the line. They're sincere, they are determined, they 
appreciate your worry about their use, but they don't recognize that they cross the squiggly line 
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'cause they didn't mean to. They didn't mean to. It's not like bells and whistles and alarms go off. 
It's not like there's a border crossing that ask for your passport. It's an invisible line, and nobody 
knows it when they've crossed it, and the only way they find out that they've crossed it is by 
conducting the experiment of trying to return to controlled use. 
 
So, doing the same thing except because there's a loss of control, these rules won't work and so 
this becomes the pattern, alright? It becomes the pattern that I'm using, I've lost control, my rules 
don't work so problems keep happening. Now the people I admire most in the world are the 
people who recognize that they're here and decide to quit instead of continuing to try to conduct 
the experiment to search for proof that they have not lost control. They want to be able to verify 
and prove it to themselves and prove it to you that they haven't lost control. And so, the natural 
instinct is to try to continue exercising control even after there's a loss of control. But if that 
person is able to put it down rather than allowing their use to progress to full-blown addictive use 
because, see, they know they don't look like these people. They know that whatever mental 
picture they've got in their head about what addiction is, what alcoholism is, they know they 
don't look like that and so they don't want to think that that's them. So, they keep conducting the 
experiment but as the problems continue, they move in this direction progressively. 
 
 And so ultimately, this experience of trying to search for proof carries them into addictive use 
and then they begin to in fact look like that stereotypical example. Now the good news is, that 
this disease is just like cancer. If we can intervene sooner, if we can help somebody get treatment 
sooner, they do not have to progress down this line because in order to progress, you have to 
continue to use. So, at whatever point you decide to put it down and leave it down, you interrupt 
the progression and it makes it possible to experience a full life in recovery without having to get 
to the worst case scenario. Even in the book of Alcoholics Anonymous, it talks about some are 
sicker than others. And so we know that there are people who are one white chip wonders. They 
pick up a white chip at the beginning of their recovery journey, they never relapse, and they 
never have to pick up another one. But there are a lot of other people who experience relapse and 
have to pick up chip after chip after chip and every time they do, they are progressing down this 
cycle. 
 
 And what we're hoping for is earlier intervention because it makes it easier to stop when there's 
less wreckage, less pain, and less overall progression of the addiction in the organ that is inside 
their skull. And so, pardon all the mess of this illustration but I hope that the Squiggly Line 
Theory helps you recognize that no one, no one means to cross the line. It's an invisible boundary 
and if they knew where it was, they would never cross it and when they do, they don't know it 
until they prove it to themselves. And so with that, we'll wrap up the Squiggly Line Theory and 
come back around to searching for proof. 
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