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Abstract
Substance abuse is a significant global public health problem and has a significant impact on avoidable morbidity, premature mortality and socioeconomic burden. Despite recent progress in addiction research, current explanations focus on social, psychological and neurobiological predictors of substance use initiation, progression and dependence separately, which fails to capture the full range of mechanisms involved in substance use initiation. In this narrative review, the authors summarize the current evidence to analyze these multidimensional factors within the lens of 'euphoria' search and introduce an integrated framework to understand substance abuse better. A literature search was performed using PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. Only published peer-reviewed papers published and seminal papers were used for this review. Evidence was thematically integrated in social, psychological and neurobiological areas. The review highlights how the search for euphoria is a dynamic motivational process, which emerges from the interplay between environmental stimuli, psychological vulnerabilities, and neurobiological adaptations. Exposure to psychoactive substances and reward expectations are affected by social determinants, psychological processes affect emotional regulation, coping behaviour, and motivational decision making, and neurobiological mechanisms progressively drive craving, compulsive drug-seeking, and addiction. These factors are not considered as separate paths but are rather seen as complementary and working together as a whole to explain the shift from voluntary drug use to compulsive dependence. This review not only overcomes the conceptual silos of current addiction models but also lays the groundwork for future research in a multidisciplinary field, precision-based prevention strategies, personalized treatment models, and evidence-informed public health policy.
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1 Introduction
Substance abuse is one of the most important public health problems in the world and one of the largest causes of morbidity, premature death, disability and socioeconomic costs. The UN Office on Drugs and Crime estimates that 292 million people suffered from drug use in 2022, up from 233 million in the previous ten years, and that few access evidence-based drug treatment services for most people who experience a substance use disorder(Martinez et al., 2025). In addition to health effects, substance use is linked to psychiatric disorders, infectious diseases, involvement in the criminal justice system, disruption of the family, and productivity loss, which highlights the impact of substance use on individuals, their communities, and healthcare system(Volkow & Blanco, 2023).
Addiction research has shifted from seeing addiction as a failure of moral character or poor judgment, to a complex, chronic condition influenced by biological, psychological and social factors in the lives of individuals(Uhl et al., 2019). Neuroscience research has shed light on the role of reward circuitry, dopaminergic signaling, executive dysfunction, and neuroplasticity in supporting substance use, and psychological research has identified the significance of emotional dysregulation, maladaptive coping, trauma, and reward expectancy(Michaels et al., 2021). At the same time, public health and social science studies have shown that social disadvantage, peer influences, family environments, cultural norms and digital media significantly impact exposure to psychoactive substances, and exposure patterns of use(Liu et al., 2024).
However, despite these developments, the current theories of substance abuse are still fragmented conceptually. The neurobiological models highlight reward and stress systems changes, the psychological models psychological and emotional vulnerabilities, and social frameworks structural and environmental determinants. While each view has offered valuable insights, they tend to be considered separately, and thus offer only partial explanations of addiction(Liu et al., 2024). Hence, current reviews provide better information on individual factors that influence substance use than the ways in which these multidimensional influences contribute to the initiation, maintenance, and escalation of drug-seeking behavior throughout the addiction continuum. In addition, the literature has tended to focus on the evolution of addiction, rather than the basic motivational mechanisms that underlie the repeated use of psychoactive substances(Trucco, 2020).
A relatively little-studied construct as an integrative explanatory framework is the search for euphoria. Although the hedonic and rewarding properties of drugs are well known to play a key role in the initiation of drug use, euphoria has rarely been viewed as the motivational pathway in which social experiences, psychological vulnerabilities, and neurobiological adaptations come together(Koob, 2021). The desire to "feel good" is not a fleeting moment of happiness, but a process of environmental exposures that can also be viewed as a mechanism through which the environmental exposures trigger psychological expectations that drive reward seeking behaviors, and these behaviors ultimately result in progressive neurobiological changes that lead to addiction(Kaufman et al., 2021). This multi-dimensional approach provides a more complete understanding of the reasons for substance use initiation, maintenance, and continuation despite negative consequences.
This review therefore transcends the current available evidence for the social, psychological and neurobiological factors shaping substance use in a conceptual framework of seeking euphoria. It also synthesizes findings from neuroscience, psychology, psychiatry and public health to bridge the conceptual silos of current addiction models and to offer an integrated model that portrays the interactions between these determinants throughout the addiction pathway. It helps to further the theory of substance abuse and gives insights into opportunities for multidisciplinary research, precision-based prevention strategies, and a more holistic treatment and public health policy of addiction.
2. Methodology
The study used a narrative review design to synthesize and critically assess the contemporary evidence about social, psychological and neurobiological factors that shape and influence substance abuse from a conceptual perspective on the search for euphoria. The narrative approach was chosen because the focus was not to quantify the results, but to synthesize multidisciplinary evidence and produce a comprehensive conceptual framework that accounts for the reciprocal interactions that occur in the process of initiation, progression, and dependence on substance use.
PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar were used to carry out a comprehensive literature search. Combinations of Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) and free-text keywords were used to conduct searches, such as substance abuse, substance use disorder, addiction, euphoria, reward processing, reward circuitry, dopamine, positive reinforcement, negative reinforcement, social determinants, psychological determinants, neurobiology, neuroadaptation, motivation, and reward system. Boolean operators (AND, OR) were used to fine-tune searches for relevant studies.
Articles published in the last five years (2020-2025) were selected, giving precedence to peer-reviewed articles that would ensure that the review highlights the latest developments in addiction neuroscience, psychology, psychiatric, and public health. For seminal publications that appeared prior to 2020, they were included if they made a foundational theoretical or conceptual contribution to understandings of reward processing, incentive sensitization, reinforcement learning, and addiction neurobiology.
Studies were included if they were published in English and directly studied one or more social, psychological, or neurobiological determinants of substance use and/or addiction. The following types of articles were included: original articles, systematic review, meta-analysis, narrative review and authoritative consensus report. Only conference abstracts, editorials, dissertations, non-peer-reviewed publications, and studies that considered only pharmacological efficacy were excluded.
Titles and abstracts were first screened for relevance and then the titles of those that matched were forwarded for full-text evaluation. To ensure full coverage of literature, further studies were identified by hand searching references in key articles. Systematic reviews, meta-analyses, large longitudinal cohort studies and influential theoretical publications and neuroscientific publications were considered first. Evidence was used to synthesize thematically in the social, psychological, and neurobiological domains and then integrated into a unified conceptual framework, where the drive for euphoria is regarded as the motivating process at the core of substance abuse.
3. Theoretical Foundations of Euphoria and Substance Use
Seeking euphoria is one of the most basic motivations for substance use, but it is poorly theorized in addiction research. Recent studies indicate that neither a biological, nor a psychological, nor a social mechanism is sufficient to explain addiction. Rather, substance use is a variable process of reward processing, emotional regulation, environmental factors and adaptive neurobiological changes(Mokhtarpoor et al., 2024). There have been a number of theoretical models that developed understanding of these processes, but each model focused on a particular dimension of addiction and only partially explained the transition from voluntary use to compulsive addiction to a substance(Ferrer-Pérez et al., 2024).
One of the most influential models is Incentive Sensitization Theory, which suggests that repeated exposure to drugs increases the salience of drug-related cues (the "wanting" experienced) independently from the rewarding effects of the drug (the "liking" experienced). This model accounts for continued drug use as the rewarding "drug high" subsides and has been supported by behavioral and neuroimaging research. However, it is mainly focused on the neurobiological aspects of reward mechanisms and does not consider the social or psychological aspects of initial drug use(Kruglanski et al., 2021).
The Opponent process theory and Allostasis theory provide both complementary views, as addiction is seen as a shift from positive to negative reinforcement. Based on these models, the chronic use of substances gradually rewires the reward and stress circuits, and the motivation for using drugs and alcohol is increasingly to manage withdrawal and emotional pain. Likewise, the Self Medication Hypothesis states that people often use psychotropic substances to manage mental pain caused by trauma, anxiety, depression or chronic stress. All these theories account for certain key stages in the development of addiction, but tend to concentrate on individual psychological or neurobiological processes and pay comparatively little attention to wider environmental factors(Chodkiewicz, 2023).
The Brain Disease Model of Addiction also views SUD as a chronic relapsing disorder that is described as a long-lasting change in neural circuits that underline reward, executive function, learning, and stress regulation. While this view has significantly decreased the stigma surrounding addiction, there are concerns that a purely neurobiological approach to the problem might underestimate how socioeconomic factors, cultural contexts, and personal agency contribute to substance-use patterns(Heilig et al., 2021).
Together these theories have made a great contribution to the science of addiction, but they are conceptually uncoordinated as they rarely integrate social environments, psychological processes and neurobiological adaptation across the addiction continuum(Semaan & Khan, 2026). They are not mutually exclusive explanations, but rather complementary explanations that portray various phases or aspects of drug use. The present review suggests that the pursuit of euphoria is the motivational construct that can be seen as the integration of these domains in a single conceptual framework. According to this model, social experiences impact opportunities and expectations for substance use, psychological processes drive the perceived value of drug-induced reward, and neurobiological adaptations strengthen the repetition of drug-seeking behaviors, progressively leading to the development of addiction and compulsive drug-seeking. This holistic view helps to explain substance abuse and sets the conceptual foundation for the multidimensional framework to be presented in the following sections(Hunt et al., 2024).
4. Social Determinants of the Pursuit of Euphoria
The search for euphoria is not just a personal choice, but a socialized behaviour influenced by the structural environment, interpersonal relationships, cultural norms and the digital context in which we live today. In recent times, reductionist explanations attributing substance use to personal vulnerability have been increasingly questioned by focusing on the role of social contexts in making available, desirable, and useful, psychoactive substances(Hoffmann, 2022). Social determinants of substance use are also seen to shape trajectories of substance use throughout the lifespan in a consistent manner, as shown by a recent scoping review by Liu, which found that neighbourhood disadvantage, unstable housing, unemployment, family adversity, and peer environments are each associated with initiation, escalation, treatment engagement, and recovery(Lin et al., 2024). Significantly, these determinants did not typically function in isolation and highlight the compounding effect of social risk.
Therefore, socioeconomic inequality seems to have little direct effect on substance use, but instead through social exclusion and lower opportunity and repeated exposure to stressful environments, which are likely to heighten the perceived value of substance-induced reward(Amaro et al., 2021a). Stephenson, Van Den Heuvel, and Byard found that the interaction of geographical context, stigma, education, and local drug markets can influence the occurrence of substance misuse rather than socioeconomic disadvantage itself being a direct cause of substance misuse(Stephenson et al., 2024). 
Social factors are not limited to structural disadvantage but also have an impact on the immediate interpersonal environment. A meta-analysis conducted by Watts revealed that perceived peer norms had a consistent relationship with adolescent drug and alcohol use and were as influential as actual peer behaviour in all three areas of drug and alcohol use (alcohol, tobacco, cannabis, and polysubstance use)(Stritzel, 2022). Peer networks do not just create (Deep et al., 2024)regarding substances that normalize shaping substance use as a way of socializing and feeling good(Marziali et al., 2022). In the meantime, these processes have been magnified in the digital environment. Rutherford also found that in a systematic review of more than 15.9 million social media posts, more than three-quarters of the content about substances had a positive message about the use of drugs or alcohol, which helped to strengthen positive attitudes and lower perceived risks, especially among youth and young adults(Rutherford et al., 2023). 
Psychoactive substance use has been transformed by today's society; with greater access to and exposure to these substances, as well as their changed social significance. Substance related behaviours are commonplace in digitally mediated environments such as social media and the culture of influencers, and urbanisation, economic pressures and social isolation are associated with increased reward seeking and a preference for immediate gratification(Mugari & Bushu, 2024). Meanwhile, the growth of online drug sales, changing cannabis laws, synthetic drugs and vaping devices have created a wider variety of access and a greater array of different experiences to choose from. All in all, these changes suggest that the social circumstances of the search for euphoric effects are not only more available, but are also structurally transformed(Hawdon et al., 2022).
Together these findings suggest that social determinants are not directly causal of addiction but instead act as enablers to create the contexts wherein the desire for euphoric states of mind becomes socially meaningful, behaviorally reinforced, and increasingly normal. Such knowledge of social processes can form the basis for an examination of how external factors are then internalized as psychological processes that maintain substance use.
Table 1 summarizes the key strengths and limitations of each of the main theories on addiction, as well as the contribution they made to the understanding of the pursuit of euphoria in terms of the framework proposed in this review.
Table 1. Integrated Summary of the Determinants, Mechanisms, and Clinical Implications of the Pursuit of Euphoria in Substance Abuse

	Determinant
	Major Factors
	Primary Mechanism
	Contribution to the Pursuit of Euphoria
	Clinical and Public Health Implications

	Social
	Poverty, unemployment, family dysfunction, peer influence, adverse childhood experiences, stigma, social media, cultural norms
	Shapes environmental exposure, social acceptance, and reward expectations
	Creates the social context in which psychoactive substances are perceived as desirable sources of pleasure, coping, or social belonging
	Community-based prevention, family interventions, school programmes, public education, policy reform, equitable access to care

	Psychological
	Emotional dysregulation, trauma, maladaptive coping, impulsivity, sensation seeking, reward expectancy
	Alters emotional processing, motivation, decision-making, and behavioural reinforcement
	Increases motivation to seek substances for pleasure, emotional relief, or stress reduction
	Cognitive behavioural therapy, motivational interviewing, trauma-informed care, mindfulness, emotion regulation training

	Neurobiological
	Dopaminergic circuitry, neuroplasticity, executive dysfunction, stress dysregulation, cue-induced craving
	Reinforces reward learning, enhances motivational salience, weakens inhibitory control
	Converts voluntary euphoria-seeking into compulsive substance use through progressive neuroadaptation
	Pharmacotherapy, relapse prevention, neuromodulation, biomarker-guided treatment, precision medicine

	Integrated Framework (Proposed Model)
	Interaction of social, psychological, and neurobiological determinants
	Dynamic reciprocal interactions across the addiction continuum
	Explains the transition from experimentation to addiction through the pursuit of euphoria as the central motivational driver
	Multidisciplinary prevention strategies, integrated treatment models, personalized interventions, evidence-informed public health policy



5. Social Determinants of the Pursuit of Euphoria and Substance Abuse
Substance abuse occurs within a larger social environment that affects a person's chances of exposure to drugs, perceptions of drugs, and access to resources to protect against drug use. Although drug-seeking behaviour is mediated by neurobiological and psychological processes, social environments, which enhance or diminish vulnerability to addiction, play a profound role in these processes(Deep et al., 2024). Substance use is becoming more understood as a structural, interpersonal, and cultural phenomenon that can influence the desire for euphoria, with the extent of these influences and influences themselves becoming increasingly understood(Rn) et al., 2025).
One of the key factors that has been reported consistently as a predictor of problematic substance use is socioeconomic disadvantage. Chronic stress and lack of access to health-promoting resources are caused by poverty, unemployment, educational disparities, housing insecurity and social isolation, which heightens the risk for substance use as a maladaptive coping mechanism(Salem & Robenson, 2025). People who are persistently exposed to socioeconomic disadvantage tend to experience more exposure to environments where drugs and alcohol are easily accessible and substance use is socially accepted. Yet, while there are many observational studies that show there are significant links between substance use disorders and socioeconomic disadvantage, these links are not consistent in every study(Gautam et al., 2023). There are significant differences between populations, indicating that socioeconomic factors are not independent causal factors, but rather interact with family support and community resources and resilience.
The social context also shapes substance use by impacting family dynamics, peer groups, and community norms. Adverse childhood events, such as early initiation of substance use, have been linked to family conflict and poor parental supervision, and all of these factors have been linked to later substance use dependence(Trucco et al., 2023). Similarly, peer influence is a significant influence on perceptions of social acceptance, reward expectancy and norms related to drug use during adolescence and young adulthood. These processes could be further exacerbated in contemporary digital environments as substances are more likely to be encountered through social media, risky behaviours are more likely to be normalised and the potential rewards of substance use are more likely to be perceived within this context(Patience O. Ebam & Ndifon Agbor Ndifon, 2024). However, social influences are not inevitable and there is also significant individual difference; thus, psychological resilience and supportive interpersonal relationships may mitigate these risks(Upasen et al., 2024).
Substance-use behaviours are also influenced by cultural and structural factors. Social stigma, discrimination, differential access to health services and criminalization policies can deter people from seeking treatment and can contribute to social isolation among SUD patients(Farhoudian et al., 2022). In contrast, communities with high levels of social cohesion, education, and mental health service accessibility have lower rates of substance use and better substance use treatment outcomes. From these observations, the concept of addiction needs to be viewed in a larger ecological context where structural factors can affect substance initiation and recovery resources(Sharma et al., 2026).
While there is an increasing awareness of these influences, present evidence comes mainly from high-income countries, and current conceptual models do not seem to have much application to the global context. Across the world, especially in low and middle income countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America, the changing illicit drug landscape, a lack of mental health services and economic disparities are notable patterns of risk(Biribawa et al., 2025). Other cultural assumptions about substance use, family obligations and help-seeking behaviours are also shaping addictions course and treatment uptake. Therefore, more extensive longitudinal studies in various socio-economic and cultural contexts are needed to create substance abuse models that are applicable internationally.
In the view of the present review, the social determinants are not simply factors that amplify exposure to psychoactive substances but rather conditions which affect the motivation for euphoria to become desirable or to be felt as attainable. The perceived rewards of drug use prior to neurobiological reinforcement consider chronic adversity, social isolation, peer acceptance, cultural expectations, and environmental opportunities. The search for the euphoric effects of drugs should thus be considered as a process that is motivated by social factors, rather than a purely neurochemical one; this will provide the conceptual link between environmental effects and the resulting psychological and neurobiological adaptations.
6. Psychological Determinants of the Pursuit of Euphoria and Substance Abuse
Psychological processes are an integral part of how substance use is initiated, maintained and escalated, which impacts on how people perceive, think about, and react to psychoactive substance rewards. Social and psychological environments contribute to opportunities for substance use, but psychological factors play a significant role in how an individual will view substance use as a way to obtain pleasure, manage emotions, or avoid psychological distress(Belfiore et al., 2024). Thus, the drug's action of inducing euphoria is not only pharmacological, but also psychologically mediated and motivated, and has a cognitive, affective, personality, and life experience component(Ciucă Anghel et al., 2023).
Emotional dysregulation is one of the most reported psychological factors. Persons who struggle with negative emotions are often more susceptible to substance use, as drugs and alcohol can temporarily alleviate feelings of anxiety, depression, loneliness, and psychological stress and induce a pleasurable emotional response(González-Roz et al., 2024). Several studies have found significant links between emotional dysregulation and substance use disorders, but most of the literature comes from cross-sectional studies and therefore is not easy to interpret as to whether emotional dysregulation is a cause or a consequence of addiction(Klein et al., 2023). Longitudinal studies, however, indicate that impairments in emotional regulation are a significant vulnerability factor, especially in addition to negative social contexts(Castillo-Gualda et al., 2026).
Adverse childhood events and traumatic experiences also play a role in increasing vulnerability to addiction by disrupting emotional processing, stress response, coping, etc. People who have suffered from childhood abuse, neglect, interpersonal violence or chronic adversity often tend to be more vulnerable to substance use as a coping mechanism to alleviate psychological suffering(Smith et al., 2025). This observation follows the Self-medication Hypothesis that suggests that many times, people use drugs and alcohol to numb emotional pain instead of to get pleasure. But, being exposed to trauma does not always result in addiction; resilience, social support, and adaptive coping strategies are significant factors in the long-term outcomes(Hawn et al., 2020).
Personalities also affect the desire for euphoria. Impulsivity, sensation-seeking, novelty-seeking and risk-taking have been consistently related to earlier onset of substance use and increased progression to problematic use. Such characteristics might increase sensitivity to future rewards and diminish long-term cost-benefit calculations(LaSpada et al., 2020). However, personality characteristics should not be considered as a determining factor for addiction. They are influenced by environmental factors, developmental experiences, and neurobiological factors; highlighting the need to take a biopsychosocial approach instead of a single factor explanation(Borrego-Ruiz & Borrego, 2025).
Reward expectancy, decision making, and motivational learning are further cognitive processes that affect substance use behaviour. People are more likely to start and continue to take drugs if they think they will gain a great deal in terms of enjoyment, social acceptance, performance or emotional relief(Gómez-Bujedo et al., 2020). These reward expectancies are progressively strengthened over time via associative learning, leading to greater substance-seeking and substance use in the future despite decreasing drug rewards. Cognitive models predict much of the behavioural features of addiction, but fail to account adequately for how structural social inequalities and neurobiological changes over time affect the valuation of rewards(Christensen et al., 2023).
Looking at these psychological factors from the point of view of this review, they all seem to relate to a single motivational goal: the quest for euphoria. These factors of emotional dysregulation, trauma, maladaptive coping, personality traits, and reward expectancies are likely to interact to shape the expected benefits of psychoactive substances(Chrétien et al., 2025). For most people, substance use begins as an attempt to experience pleasure, feel better or abate emotional distress. These expectations, which occur in the brain, continue to reinforce craving and drug-seeking behaviors, moving from experimentation to addiction. The psychological processes therefore act as a key link between social experiences and enduring reinforcement-seeking behaviour(Paul et al., 2024).
Clinical Implications. Interventions that target emotional functioning and cognition related to substance use are important, given the central role of psychological mechanisms in substance use. There is evidence for the incorporation of cognitive behavioural therapy, motivational interviewing, trauma-informed care, mindfulness-based interventions, and emotion regulation training in addiction treatment interventions(Hassan Kariri & Almubaddel, 2024). Being able to identify people with trauma experiences, maladaptive coping behaviors or increased reward expectancy could help prevent the progression to SUDs and make it easier to tailor prevention efforts. Thus, psychological treatment needs to be combined with other social and biological interventions to treat the multidimensionality of substance abuse, and, therefore, effective addiction care(Yadav et al., 2026).
7. Neurobiological Determinants of the Pursuit of Euphoria and Substance Abuse
This shift from consumption of drugs to drug dependence is primarily driven by the progressive neurobiological changes that occur during consumption that affect the processing of reward, learning, motivation and executive control(Koob et al., 2023). The aim of taking a psychoactive substance is to induce a feeling of euphoria and to obtain a psychological reward, but the repeated use of these substances leads to changes in neural circuits which reinforce drug-seeking behaviour. These adaptations tend to dampen down voluntary control over drug use, changing an initially goal-driven behaviour into a chronic and relapsing disorder(Volkow et al., 2019).
The ventral tegmental area, nucleus accumbens, prefrontal cortex, amygdala and hippocampus form the mesocorticolimbic reward system at the heart of the process. Psychoactive substances augment the dopaminergic transmission of this circuitry, leading to powerful pleasurable experiences and reinforcing actions connected with drug use(Parra-Abarca et al., 2025). Dopamine does not seem to be a mediator of pleasure but rather a marker of motivational significance, which affects reward learning and enhances the tendency to repeat drug use. Thus, the environmental stimuli that were once connected with drug use start to become increasingly attractive and elicit craving even after a long period of abstinence(Arias-Carrión et al., 2026).
Exposure to drugs and alcohol also causes changes in the brain over time that eventually influence how we respond to reward and regulate our behaviour. A theory, called Incentive Sensitization Theory, suggests that repeated exposure to drug cues increases the salience of the cue ("wanting") but reduces the rewarding properties of the cue ("liking")(Robinson & Berridge, 2026). This is what makes it possible for many people to keep taking drugs after the “highs” have passed. Meanwhile, such chronic drug use can diminish the effects of normal reward mechanisms, which can make normal experiences somewhat less rewarding and serve to further reinforce drug use to facilitate the experience of a desired emotional state.
In addition to reward circuitry, addiction also has significant deficits in executive functioning. Structural and functional changes in the PFC affect inhibitory control, decision making, cognitive flexibility, and risk assessment, thus lowering one's ability to inhibit drug-related behaviors even when they know the consequences are bad(Friedman & Robbins, 2022). But much of the existing evidence for an association of executive dysfunction and addiction comes from neuroimaging and observational studies that show strong associations, though they cannot fully establish causal pathways. The evidence suggests that there is a two-way street relationship with the deficits of the executive system both preceding and following prolonged exposure to substances, making it likely that deficits in the executive system are related to vulnerability to addiction(Jakubiec et al., 2022).
Neural systems that respond to stress are also important in the progression of addiction. Chronic drug of abuse (CoDa) alters function of reward pathways and stress-regulating circuits such as hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis and extended amygdala(Uscinska et al., 2020). These changes change the drive to pursue pleasurable effects to the drive to escape unpleasant effects and/or psychological distress, which is part of the Opponent Process and Allostasis theories of addiction. However, there is significant individual variation in the amount of these neuroadaptations that develop, which implies that genetic susceptibility, environmental hardship and psychological resilience play a role in the course of addiction(Robinson & Berridge, 2025a).
The neurobiological underpinning of addiction is now accepted as a solid foundation of research but there has been increasing scepticism regarding the exclusive use of this perspective to explain addiction. Some criticize the focus on the neurobiology for being too narrow, suggesting that the role of social determinants, psychological mechanisms and personal agency in driving substance-use behaviours must not be overlooked(Greener & Storr, 2023). On the other hand, psychosocial models are not sufficient to account for the enduring neuroadaptive changes that maintain craving and relapse following long-term abstinence. These differing views emphasize the weaknesses of reductionist explanations and emphasize the importance of integrative conceptual models(Koob et al., 2024).
In this proposed framework, the biological basis on which the search for euphoria deepens is the neurobiological mechanisms. The context of social environments affects opportunities for substance use, psychological processes influence drug use expectancy, and repeated drug use alters neural systems related to learning and self-control. Consequently, the addiction process must be viewed because of ongoing bidirectional dynamic relationships constituted by environmental factors, psychological vulnerabilities, and neurobiological adaptations, and not solely due to one determinant.
8. From the Pursuit of Euphoria to Compulsive Addiction: An Integrated Dynamic Model
The findings from this review suggest that motivation substance use is a dynamic process that results from ongoing social, psychological, and neurobiological interactions occurring over time, rather than being a direct outcome of discrete risk factors. There are many models currently available, but most of them tend to focus on only one domain, while addiction is caused by reciprocal processes that unfold over several phases of the substance use cycle(Wycoff & Trull, 2026). The integrated model suggested in this review places the need for euphoria as the key motivational mechanism that connects these determinants and facilitates the transition from the voluntary use of drugs to their addictive use.
The addiction pathway frequently starts in social settings that affect exposure to psychoactive substances, and the assumptions people make about them and what they are expected to provide. The opportunities and social acceptability of substance use are shaped by a combination of the socioeconomic disadvantage, peer influences, family environment, cultural influences, and media influences(Fertu et al., 2025). Exposures, however, are not enough to account for why some people start or stop using drugs or alcohol or why some do not. Emotional dysregulation, maladaptive coping, trauma, impulsivity, and reward expectancy are psychological factors that shape the perception of these environmental experiences and the perceived value of using drugs(María-Ríos & Morrow, 2020). For other people, drugs and alcohol are seen as ways of getting pleasure, feeling better, fitting in, or of putting off the pain of psychological distress in the short term(Stone, 2022).
Substance use then starts to cause progressive neurobiological adaptations that reinforce these learned behaviours. As neuroplastic modifications occur in reward and cognitive control circuits, dopaminergic activation enhances reward learning, cues become increasingly motivational, and executive control gradually diminishes. With the progression of addiction, the drive to take drugs or alcohol becomes from positive reinforcement to negative reinforcement, avoiding emotional states and withdrawal symptoms. As a result, behaviours which were once pleasurable and done for reward become more habit and automatic and continue to occur even when they become unhelpful and have negative personal, social and health-related outcomes(Nebe et al., 2024).
This process doesn't have to happen in a straight line and doesn't have to happen at all. Addiction trajectories can be influenced at various points along the way by individual resilience, genetic susceptibility, family support, treatment availability, and other social factors(Lamb et al., 2021). Similarly, recovery needs to be understood as a dynamic process that is shaped by psychological recovery, neurobiological recovery and supportive social circumstances. These observations stress the fact that addiction is a multi-faceted process, not a fixed neurological disease, or just a behaviour to be corrected(Inanlou et al., 2020).
The framework suggested in this review is based on evidence from neuroscience, psychology, and the public health fields and offers a way to add new dimensions to the existing theories of addiction. Rather, it shows that social contexts contribute to the development of the context for substance use, psychological processes to the motivation to seek euphoria, and neurobiological adaptations to the reinforcement of repeated drug seeking over time. This multi-dimensional approach will give a more complete understanding of substance abuse and will serve as a conceptual framework for integrated prevention strategies, individualized drug treatment and further multidisciplinary research.
To illustrate the integrated conceptual framework proposed in this review, Figure 1 depicts the dynamic interactions among social, psychological, and neurobiological determinants that collectively drive the pursuit of euphoria and the progression from voluntary substance use to compulsive addiction.
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Figure 1. Integrated conceptual framework of the pursuit of euphoria in substance abuse.
The figure illustrates the proposed conceptual framework in which social determinants shape environmental exposure and reward expectations, psychological processes influence motivation to seek euphoria, and repeated substance use induces neurobiological adaptations that reinforce compulsive drug-seeking behaviour. The feedback loop reflects the transition from positive reinforcement to negative reinforcement, contributing to relapse and the chronic nature of addiction.

9. Implications for Prevention, Policy, and Treatment
The proposed integrated conceptual framework in this review is of significance to the prevention and management of substance abuse. The framework shows that an addiction is the result of the interaction between social environments, psychological processes and neurobiological adaptations, and therefore interventions which target only one determinant are insufficient. Coordinated, multidisciplinary approaches to the prevention and treatment of drug and alcohol use are needed to tackle the whole range of factors that can make pursuit of euphoria possible.
Upstream social determinants that can increase vulnerability to substance use should be targeted as a priority in prevention interventions. Strategies and policies that target addressing socioeconomic disparities, enhancing educational opportunities, deepening family bonds, and fostering community involvement can reduce exposure to settings where substance use is normalized(Sistani et al., 2023). School-based prevention programmes, public awareness campaigns and community-based initiatives that foster resilience and mental health, especially during the adolescent stage when vulnerability to peers and reward driven behaviour is at its highest, are significant(Bassi et al., 2025). Increased access to mental health care and decreased stigma surrounding SUD might further promote early intervention before problematic patterns are formed.
The clinical management should also be done in an integrated approach. Psychological interventions such as cognitive behavioural therapy, motivational interviewing, contingency management and trauma-informed care continue to be vital for targeting maladaptive coping, emotional regulation, and distorted reward expectations that maintain substance use. In addition, evidence-based pharmacotherapies (where applicable), as well as approaches to executive dysfunction, craving, and relapse prevention, should be incorporated(Barrett et al., 2025). Treatment planning should increasingly utilize individual treatment methods that take into account biological susceptibility, psychological traits, social factors, and patient preferences, given the variability of addiction courses across patients(Johnson et al., 2025).
The framework also strengthens the need for coordinated policies in public health, going beyond health care settings. Comprehensive addiction care requires greater access to addiction services, improving integration of mental health into primary health care, improving harm reduction programmes, and reducing structural barriers to treatment. Special focus should be given to those who are less likely to receive such care, such as individuals in geographical isolation, who may also experience barriers to care, such as poverty and homelessness, or incarceration(Johnson et al., 2025).
Lastly, the integrated model allows to move from reactive to proactive prevention. Early detection of social vulnerability, psychological distress and emerging substance use behaviours could help to provide timely intervention before chronic neurobiological adaptations occur(Gori et al., 2023). This is in line with current strategies for precision public health, where interventions are delivered based on individual and population-level risk profiles. Overall, the multidimensional nature of addiction creates a solid basis for effective and lasting policies to prevent addiction, better clinical treatment, and lower the overall societal impact of addiction(Tabugan et al., 2025).
10. Future Research Directions
While there has been substantial advancement in understanding the social, psychological and neurobiological factors that influence substance abuse, there are knowledge gaps. Future studies should shift from the study of single risk factors to the study of multi-factors that can analyze the interaction of the variables along the addiction continuum to pursue euphoria. These are crucial to enhance integrated conceptual models and prevention and treatment strategies.
The extension of longitudinal studies is one of the key priorities. The evidence currently available comes from cross-sectional studies, which restricts the interpretation of the directionality of the relationships between social adversity, psychological vulnerability, neurobiological adaptation, and progression of addiction(Vervoort-Schel et al., 2025). Long-term prospective cohort studies following people from adolescence to adulthood would yield important insights into the interactions of these determinants over time and determine key windows for preventive interventions.
New opportunities for addiction research also exist due to rapid advances in artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning. Combined clinical, behavioural, neuroimaging, genetic and environmental data in predictive models may be helpful in identifying individuals with elevated risk for substance use disorders early. In the same way, digital phenotyping based on data derived from smartphones and other digital technologies can provide real-time monitoring of behavioral changes, mood shifts, stress and substance use patterns(Suva & Bhatia, 2024). Together with wearable technologies that allow the assessment of physiological parameters such as heart rate variability, sleep quality, and stress reactions, these methods could help enable timely interventions before a relapse or deterioration in disease(Kapogianni et al., 2025)
Future studies should also focus on identifying and validating biomarkers for predicting risk for addiction, treatment response and relapse. Better risk stratification and the potential for precision medicine, based on advances in genomics, epigenetics, neuroimaging and neurochemical profiling, may help design more effective interventions based on an individual's unique biological, psychological and social profile(Dhieb & Bastaki, 2025).
Lastly, research in low- and middle-income countries and culturally diverse populations should receive greater priority. Current conceptual models have been developed in high-income environments, thus highly limited in generalizability(Corley et al., 2025). Further studies across cultures and across countries are required to identify the effect of socioeconomic conditions, cultural beliefs, healthcare and policy environments on seeking euphoria and addiction dynamics. More research in a wider population will lead to better transferability of integrated models and will help to develop equity and culturally sensitive prevention and treatment(Miyamoto & Ryff, 2022).
11. Discussion
The aim of this review is to propose the pursuit of euphoria as a unifying motivational construct, bringing together the social, psychological and neurobiological factors of substance abuse. Each of these domains has been studied in detail, but most prior reviews consider it separately, leading to a disparate picture of addictions. This review combines these complementary approaches into a multi-dimensional perspective that describes the interaction between environmental exposures, psychological vulnerability and neurobiological adaptation throughout the addiction process.
An important aspect of this review was its focus on addiction as a dynamic process, not just the result of a set of individual biological or psychosocial risk factors. Social environments influence exposure to psychoactive substances and set expectations for the rewarding effects of these substances. The perception and interpretation of these experiences and the evaluation of whether substances are useful in producing pleasure or reducing distress is mediated by psychological processes(Amaro et al., 2021b). Substance use then leads to neurobiological changes that enhance reward learning, decreases executive control and reinforces compulsive drug-seeking. The reciprocal interactions imply that addiction must be viewed as a dynamic process in which a variety of factors interact and mutually influence each other over time(Arif et al., 2025).
The proposed outline also has a more comprehensive scope than some major theories of addiction. Incentive Sensitization Theory accounts for the motivational salience of substance-related cues that is increased following repeated drug exposure, while Opponent Process and Allostasis theories account for the change in the motivational salience of these cues from positive to negative reinforcement as the addiction progresses(Robinson & Berridge, 2025b). Psychological stress plays a key role in perpetuating substance use, as suggested by the Self-medication Hypothesis, and chronic substance use results in chronic brain changes, as suggested by the Brain Disease Model. None of the theories can uniquely account for all of the social, psychological, and biological factors that influence substance use. This review does not, however, aim to supplant these well-known theories; rather, the framework it proposes draws upon complementary strengths of these theories within a single conceptual model that is focused on the euphoria-seeking model(Sahani et al., 2022).
Though there has been an increase in support for integrated approaches to addiction, there are some significant gaps in understanding. One set of investigators has suggested that neurobiological vulnerability plays a more predominant role in addiction; another set has argued that structural inequalities and social disadvantage have more of an effect on substance-use behaviours(Kamarajan et al., 2026). In the same way, there are not consistent findings from all studies to confirm links between socioeconomic disadvantage and addiction, indicating that there might be some factors that moderate these relationships, such as resilience, family support, cultural context, and access to healthcare(Shariq et al., 2026). The inconsistencies should not be interpreted as evidence against the integrated models but as a reflection of the fact that substance use disorders are heterogeneous in nature across the people, substances, and social contexts. longitudinal and multidisciplinary studies will be of critical importance in understanding these complex interactions in the future(Carroll, 2021).
There are also several restrictions that should be noted. This is a narrative review and not a quantitative synthesis of the quantitative methods used in systematic reviews and meta-analyses and thus may contain selection bias even if a transparent search strategy was used(Calderon Martinez et al., 2025). Additionally, many of the existing literature studies come from high income countries and generalizable evidence is limited to low- and middle-income countries where substance patterns, cultural influences, and access to health services vary significantly. Last, the proposed framework is conceptually based on current evidence, but empirical confirmation with prospective and multidisciplinary research is required(Mathias et al., 2025).
Overall, the integrated approach outlined in this review offers a comprehensive view that spans the neuroscience, psychological, and psychiatric spectrum, to public health. This model provides a basis for theoretical progress, multi-disciplinary research and better prevention and treatment approaches, by conceptualizing euphoria as the key motivational process linking a variety of factors that contribute to substance use problems. More generally, it promotes a shift in the reductionist models of addiction to a systems approach to understanding human behavior and substance use disorders.


11. Conclusion
This review concludes that substance abuse cannot be adequately explained through biological, psychological or social factors alone. The pursuit of euphoria provides a useful conceptual lens for linking these domains within a single framework. Social environments influence exposure to substances and shape expectations about pleasure, coping and belonging. Psychological processes determine how individuals interpret these experiences and whether substances are perceived as useful for emotional relief or reward. Neurobiological adaptations then reinforce repeated substance use by altering reward learning, cue reactivity, stress regulation and executive control. The proposed framework does not replace existing addiction theories but integrates their complementary strengths by showing how voluntary substance use may progress toward compulsive dependence. This perspective supports the need for prevention and treatment approaches that combine social support, psychological intervention and evidence-based clinical care. Future research should empirically test the framework using longitudinal, multidisciplinary and culturally diverse study designs.
Limitations
This review is conceptual and narrative in design; therefore, it does not provide quantitative synthesis or effect-size estimation. Although a literature search is described, the manuscript does not report a full systematic-review process, screening flow, search dates or risk-of-bias assessment. Many included studies appear to come from recent literature, and several future-dated references require verification before publication. The proposed framework is theoretically grounded but has not been empirically tested within the manuscript. Evidence from low- and middle-income countries appears limited. Future work should validate the framework using longitudinal and cross-cultural data.
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