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Beyond the Dopamine Hit: How Your Brain’s
Motivation Currency Really Works

You hear the phrase constantly: we’re all chasing dopamine hits. A like on social
media, a bite of chocolate, a notification—ping, hit, reward. It’s a tidy metaphor,
but according to neuroscientist Andrew Huberman, it’s also deeply misleading.
There is actually no such thing as a “dopamine hit” in the way popular culture
imagines. Understanding why requires rethinking dopamine not as a series of
isolated spikes, but as a constantly fluctuating baseline with peaks and inevitable
troughs—a system that, when mismanaged, can quietly drain the color from
everyday life.

The Baseline and the Peak

Your brain and body maintain a circulating level of dopamine at all times. This
baseline helps set your general mood, your sense of motivation, and your
readiness to pursue goals. When you encounter something exceptionally
desirable or exciting—a thrilling video game, a burst of social media novelty, an
intensely pleasurable experience—your dopamine level surges above that
baseline. That peak feels good, but it comes with a neurological cost.

The single most important thing to understand, Huberman emphasizes, is this:
after a big peak in dopamine, your baseline level drops. It is not the case that a
great experience leaves you floating on a higher plane. Instead, the readily
releasable pool of dopamine becomes temporarily depleted. You are now below
where you started, and that drop shapes how you feel, how motivated you are,
and how much pleasure you can extract from whatever comes next.

This is why the language of “dopamine hits” fails us. A hit is framed as a purely
positive event, a net gain that accumulates in your emotional bank account. But
if you remember that every peak borrows from the baseline that follows, the idea
of simply racking up hits becomes nonsensical. You are in a constant state of
recalibration, and yesterday’s intense pleasure can become tomorrow’s flatness.

Your Life Is a Comparison, Not an Absolute Level
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Dopamine doesn’t just track what is happening now; it tracks what happened a
few minutes ago, and what you remember enjoying in the past. Your experience
of life, your drive, and your desire are all relative to your recent dopamine
history. If your baseline has recently been high and then drops, you feel worse
than if you had simply stayed at a moderate level. If you encounter something
that might have thrilled you a few days ago but you arrive at it from an already
elevated baseline, it can feel disappointingly ordinary.

This relativity explains the treadmill of modern stimulation. You scroll social
media and see something you love, and dopamine jumps. A few posts later, you
encounter something mildly interesting—something that, if you had seen it first,
might have genuinely delighted you. But arriving after a peak, it lands flat. The
same piece of content seen three days later might feel exciting again. In other
words, pleasure is not a fixed property of a stimulus; it is a function of your
internal state upon arrival. The common language of “hits” completely neglects
this, treating every reward as a standalone payout when, in fact, each experience
is modified by the ones that came before.

How Addiction Narrows Your World

When someone repeatedly pursues a drug or an activity that produces enormous
dopamine spikes, the baseline does not just temporarily dip—it can be driven
progressively lower. The readily releasable pool of dopamine is depleted, and the
individual finds that the same behavior no longer provides the same lift. The
classic mistake is to chase the activity again, expecting to recapture the original
peak and lift the baseline. But instead of restoring balance, this only deepens the
deficit. The baseline sinks further, and the person enters a state where they feel
chronically lousy, unmotivated, and incapable of enjoying what once brought
pleasure.

This is the core of addiction, and Huberman describes it as a progressive
narrowing of the things that bring you pleasure. At first, the person might lose
interest in school, in relationships, in fitness—all the diverse sources of reward
that once sustained them. Eventually, even the addictive behavior itself stops
producing a meaningful dopamine release, and a severe depression can set in. In
extreme cases, this pattern can become life-threatening.

Real-World Examples: Pornography, Video Games, and the Recovery

The mechanism makes sense of phenomena many people experience but
struggle to articulate. Regular consumption of highly stimulating pornography,
for example, can reshape the brain’s reward expectations. Because intense,
novel, and instantly accessible sexual imagery triggers large dopamine releases,
real-world romantic interactions—which are slower, more subtle, and less
hyperpalatable—can begin to feel muted and unsatisfying. The threshold for



arousal and connection has been artificially raised, and the natural baseline
cannot compete. This is not a moral judgment, Huberman notes, but a
neurobiological reality: any activity that routinely evokes massive dopamine
release will make it harder to achieve the same feeling through subsequent, more
ordinary interactions.

Video games follow a similar script. Players often start with excitement, but as
hours accumulate, the baseline drops and the game begins to feel less thrilling.
At the same time, other areas of life—chores, studying, socializing—Iose their
already fragile appeal. The world shrinks to the screen, and then even the screen
stops working.

The path back is neither comfortable nor complex, but it is clear. Huberman
recounts the story of a friend’s son who had become addicted to video games
and social media, experiencing low mood and concentration problems so severe
that ADHD was being considered. After listening to Huberman’s discussion with
addiction expert Anna Lembke, the young man decided to do a 30-day complete
fast from his phone, video games, and all social media. The first two weeks were
brutal. But by day 29, his concentration had returned, his overall mood was
significantly improved, and he no longer seemed to require ADHD treatment. He
had, quite literally, allowed his brain’s dopamine system to replenish itself. He
began exercising again, and the depressive fog lifted.

Replenishing the System

The lesson is counterintuitive in a culture that worships more: to feel better, you
often need to do less. The releasable pool of dopamine is not infinite; it
regenerates when you stop relentlessly tapping it. Whether through a full fast, a
gradual tapering, or a deliberate reduction in high-intensity stimulation, the
brain’s reward circuitry can heal when given the room. For those with addictive
tendencies, the path forward almost always involves a period of abstinence—not
because the activities are inherently evil, but because that is the only way the
math of baseline and peak can be reset.

Finally, it is worth recasting the molecule itself. Dopamine is not simply a
pleasure chemical. It is a currency of craving and pursuit, a molecule that pushes
you to look outside yourself and move toward goals. The satisfaction of
achievement does recruit dopamine, but pleasure’s fuller texture comes from a
symphony of other molecules. Dopamine’s real job is to ask the question: “What
do I want next, and how does it compare to what I just had?” That question,
when asked against a backdrop of balance, can build a rich and motivated life.
When asked against a backdrop of depletion, it can hollow you out. The trick is
not to stop desiring, but to restore a baseline where ordinary things can once
again feel like enough.
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