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Opening Activity



Non-Profit National Organization
▪ Founded 2011
▪ Headquartered in Colorado 
Springs
▪ Publication of Spark: The 
Revolutionary,  New Science of 
Exercise and the Brain

Brain-Fitness Connection
▪ Physical exercise equally 
benefits your mind and your body
▪ Improves cognition, mental 
health, mood and executive 
function

Members
▪ Organizations across the US that 
embrace exercise to support 
addiction recovery.



• Areas of Application
o Addiction Recovery
o Youth: ADD, ADHD, Autism
o First Responders: Trauma & Stress
o Healthy Aging

For More Information:
sparkinglife.org



Presentation 
Overview

Part One: The Brain Science of 
Exercise, Dr. John Ratey

Part Two: Local Programs Using 
Exercise to Support Addiction 
Recovery
•Tree House Recovery
•Strides in Recovery



Link to 
Video by Dr. John Ratey

https://drive.google.com/file/d/15caJrwORkiQjabXzFRhdK-otBQ_8iLqC/view?usp=sharing


Ryan Bain

ryan@treehouserecovery.com

P H Y S I C A L

A C T I V I T Y

A Research-Based Method

To Treating 

Substance Use Disorder
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BRAIN ADAPTATION DURING ACTIVE ADDICTION

■ The brain is 
flooded with 
tremendous 
amounts of 
dopamine

■ Stops 
producing 
natural 
neuro-
chemical 
processes

Richard R. Rawson, Ph.D, UCLA



BRAIN ADAPTATION DURING ACTIVE ADDICTION

■ Adapts to 
long-term 
drug use

■ Tolerance 
develops

National Institute on Drug Abuse



Symptoms of 

Post-Acute Withdrawal Syndrome

(PAWS)
Cognitive Impairments

Feelings of Anxiety or Panic

Depressed Mood

Relational Challenges

Irritability

Obsessiveness

Compulsive Behaviors

Pessimism

Apathy

Sleep Disturbances

Stress Sensitivity

Cravings





Post-Acute Withdrawal Syndrome (PAWS)
affects the Prefrontal Cortex

Amy F.T. Arnsten



Dysregulated Brain Waves in the Prefrontal 
Cortex during PAWS





Changes in Dopamine Receptor 
Availability over Time

During 
Active 
Addiction

■ Dopamine 
Deficit

■ Anhedonia

■ Amygdala 
Hijack

National Institute on Drug Abuse



http://newsroom.ucla.edu/releases/adding-exercise-to-health-education-helps-treat-addiction-say-ucla-researchers
https://www.nature.com/articles/npp2015331 Effect of Exercise Training on Striatal Dopamine D2/D3 Receptors in Methamphetamine Users during Behavioral Treatment
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B E N E F I T S   O F   E X E R C I S E

Enhances Executive Function

Mood Regulation

Acts as an Antidepressant

Lessens Anxiety

More Love & Bonding

Better Consequence Evaluation

Enhances Impulse Control

Increases Self-Confidence

Increases Motivation & Drive

Decreases Stress

Improves Sleep Hygiene

Reduced Cravings

VS

P A W S   S Y M P T O M S

Cognitive Impairments

Feelings of Anxiety or Panic

Depressed Mood

Relational Challenges

Irritability

Obsessiveness

Compulsive Behaviors

Pessimism

Apathy

Sleep Disturbances

Stress Sensitivity

Craving



Video not available to be shared



DATA COLLECTED

★ Post-treatment sobriety and relapse rates

★ Post-treatment coping skill implementation

★ Post-treatment exercise adherence

★ Exercise performance during treatment

RESULTS

★ 64% of program participants maintained 

sobriety post-treatment

★ 29% of subjects who engaged in regular 

exercise levels post-treatment relapsed

★ 75% of non-exercisers relapsed post-treatment





We bring 
recovery-focused 
running/walking 

programs to 
addiction 
treatment 

communities.

Presented by Leslie Gold
Founder and Executive Director



The Birth of an Idea

Link to the video of the team that inspired the creation of Strides in Recovery

https://drive.google.com/file/d/13O5R9ZTTnSJSGi3pYqbSPQfLtWjj3E6R/view?usp=sharing


“Being part of this team means 
That sometimes we carry others 
and other times we are carried.  
Sometimes we need to be loved 
when we can’t love ourselves, and 
love others when they feel 
vulnerable.  We go through the 
season and need each other.”

-Robin L., LA Marathon Finisher, first year of recovery



Three Pillars of Our Program

Exercise
(Walking / Running)

Supportive 
Community

Training Toward a 
Challenging Goal



Our Values
Recovery-focused
We are a goal-oriented group recovery program that uses running/walking to 
support sobriety.

Inclusive 
Everyone is welcome regardless of level of fitness or experience.

Non-Competitive
We support moving forward in recovery and in life at the pace that’s right for each 
person.

Collaborative
We celebrate each other’s successes and lift others when they are down. We 
inspire and encourage each other to do our best.



Types of Benefits
as told by our participants
• Increased rate of brain repair

• Additional benefits of physical activity

• Training as part of a community

• Training toward a goal

• Preparing for a healthy lifestyle after treatment



Brain Healing and 
Other Benefits of Exercise



“After I started 
running, I 
stopped taking 
my 
antidepressants. 
I feel so much 
better.”



“This would be so 
much easier if I 
quit smoking.”

Used by some treatment providers as part 
of their smoking cessation program



How Toni 
Stopped 
Hating 
Herself

'Everything is so dark. If I'm going 
to be miserable, why be sober?'



"If I had known working out would make me feel this 

good, I would have always been active. I never 

believed all those people who talked about how much 

better they felt. Now I know it's true. I will never go 

back to being insecure or hating myself. Being in 

shape makes me want to do things that help me. It 

makes me want to do the program and be a sponsor.”

-Toni C.



Start 
exercising

Feel 
better

Add more 
self-care to 
my lifestyle

Adding exercise to early recovery can inspire 
additional positive lifestyle changes



The Benefits of Training 
with a Group
What researchers already know

What our participants say





Learning to Accept Help

“For a long time, I saw help as a sign of weakness. 
To have the volunteers come beside me, cheer me 
on, and give me encouragement. . . embracing 
volunteer is a good thing. It doesn’t make me weak; 
it doesn’t make me seem I am afraid of any matter. 
Having these people come beside me is definitely a 
blessing in my life.”

-UNLV study participant



Building a Sense of Belonging in the Program

Another participant shared that, “one year ago 
today, I was strung out on heroin, was homeless 
and felt worthless. This program has helped me 
because now I don’t need a drink or heroin. 
These volunteers make me feel like I belong.”

-UNLV study participant



“I felt connected to 

something more powerful 

than myself. It built up my 

self esteem as well as 

self-worth being part of 

such large group of 

people.”

– T.L., 10K Finisher





Becoming a 
Role Model

This team member, who 
continued working out after 

discharge,  shared his “before” 
and “after” photos to inspire his 

newly sober brothers in the 
same treatment program.



Paying it Forward



The Benefits of Training 
toward a Goal



Able to Take 
on Challenges

“Training taught me that I 
can push past what I think I 
can.  Even when I feel weak, 
there is always a little more 
in the tank, and that is the 
same with my life in 
sobriety.”
-John, 5K finisher



Self Esteem
Family Connection

“It makes me feel like a 
strong leader, a woman of 
purpose, not an addict, but 
a strong, active, healthy 
lady, working to achieve my 
personal goals.”

-Madison M, after finishing her first 
10K, pictured with her mom



"Instead of continuing to run away from 

my problems in life, being on the 

running team is showing me how to run 

through my hurdles with patience, 

endurance, consistency, and constant 

mental, physical, and spiritual growth.

-Derek W.

Training as a 
Metaphor for Recovery



Preparing for a Healthy Sober 
Lifestyle



Giving Back 
After 
finishing a 5K 
in his first 
year of 
recovery, 
Shimon 
continued 
running and 
now leads 
hikes with his 
newly sober 
brothers. 



Embracing Physical Activity



Relapse Prevention Plan

“Now I care 
about what I 

put in my 
body. I have 

to keep myself 
clean and 

sober to do 
the 

Marathon."



Concluding 
Remarks



Many treatment 
programs are 
missing a core 
component. 



The key to improved 
outcomes isn’t more sitting 

and more talking. 

It’s more physical activity. 



BONUS:
When physical activity is done with a supportive 

community toward a challenging goal, 
the benefits are multiplied.





Info@SparkingLife.org
Giving@SparkingLife.org

Ryan@TreeHouseRecovery.com

Leslie.Gold@StridesInRecovery.org


