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This book is dedicated to helping you build your first and strongest line of defense in recovery.

A Message to You, the Reader

Recovery is a journey of self-awareness. The more you understand yourself, your patterns, and your
vulnerabilities, the stronger you become. One of the most powerful forms of self-awareness in
recovery is learning to identify your triggers.

A trigger is anything—a person, place, thing, situation, or emotion—that sets off a craving or the urge
to use substances. Think of triggers as buttons. In the past, you programmed these buttons to
automatically launch a craving. The good news is, you can reprogram them.

This book will introduce you to a simple but profoundly effective tool called HALT. It stands
for Hungry, Angry, Lonely, Tired. These are four universal, high-risk states that make anyone in
recovery more vulnerable to cravings.

By learning to HALT—to stop and check in with yourself when you feel a craving—you can address
the root cause instead of fighting the symptom. This isn't about willpower; it's about wisdom.

Chapter 1: What Are Triggers and Why Do They Have So Much Power?

In the brain disease model of addiction, substance use creates powerful habit loops. The brain links
specific cues with the reward of the substance. Over time, these cues become triggers that can
automatically activate the craving circuit, often before you're even consciously aware of it.

Types of Triggers:

External Triggers: These come from your environment.

People: Friends you used with, dealers, or even family members who cause stress.
Places: Bars, certain neighborhoods, or even a specific room in your house.
Things: Paraphernalia, seeing someone else use, or having money.

Situations: Parties, payday, or times of celebration.

Internal Triggers: These come from within you.

Emotions: Stress, anxiety, boredom, sadness, frustration, or even happiness.
Physical States: Being hungry, tired, or in pain.
Thoughts: Memories of using, negative self-talk, or overconfidence in your recovery.
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The power of a trigger lies in its ability to activate the brain's reward memory unconsciously. As noted
in addiction research:

"Conditioned cues are one of the most formidable obstacles to successful recovery. They can
elicit craving and relapse even after long periods of abstinence.” — from Relapse Prevention by
Marlatt and Donovan.

Chapter 2: Introducing HALT - Your Early Warning System

HALT is an acronym for four of the most common and powerful internal trigger states. They are so
fundamental that when you feel them, your brain's resistance to cravings is significantly lowered.

Think of your recovery as a strong castle wall. Hungry, Angry, Lonely, Tired are like four weak points
in that wall. If you don't fortify them, they are where cravings will most easily break through.

The HALT Principle:
Whenever you feel a craving, or even just feel "off," irritable, or unstable, HALT. Stop what you're
doing and ask yourself:

Am I...

H - Hungry?

A - Angry? (or Anxious, Stressed)
L - Lonely?

T - Tired?

This simple act of self-checking does two critical things:

It pauses the automatic reaction between the trigger and the craving.
It gives you a concrete, solvable problem to address instead of an overwhelming urge to use.

HALT turns an abstract, powerful craving into a practical issue you can manage. You can't always "fix"
a craving, but you can almost always get a snack, take a nap, or make a phone call.

Chapter 3: H - Hungry: The Body's Fuel Gauge

When your body is low on fuel (blood sugar drops), it goes into a stress state. This can cause
shakiness, irritability, brain fog, and anxiety—feelings that are eerily similar to withdrawal or intense
craving.

The Science:



Low blood sugar triggers the release of stress hormones like cortisol and adrenaline.

This activates the brain's stress circuit (the amygdala), making you feel on edge.

The brain, seeking a quick fix for this discomfort, often mistakes this physical need for an emotional
one and points you toward the fastest source of dopamine it knows: your drug of choice.

What to Do When You're "H":

Eat Regularly: Don't wait until you're starving. Eat three balanced meals and healthy snacks
throughout the day.

Choose Brain-Healthy Foods: Prioritize protein, complex carbohydrates (like whole grains), and
healthy fats. These provide sustained energy and stabilize mood.

Carry Emergency Snacks: Keep nuts, a protein bar, or fruit with you so you're never caught off guard.
Hydrate: Often, thirst is mistaken for hunger. Drink a glass of water first.

"The gut is often called the ‘'second brain.’ What you eat directly affects your mood and your
brain's chemistry, making nutrition a key part of relapse prevention.” — Dr. Uma Naidoo, This Is
Your Brain on Food.

Chapter 4: A - Angry: The Emotional Pressure Cooker

"Angry" here also covers a whole family of difficult emotions: frustration, resentment, anxiety, stress,
and fear. Unprocessed negative emotions build up like pressure in a cooker. Using substances was
likely your primary way to release that pressure.

The Science:

Strong negative emotions activate the brain's stress circuit (amygdala) and suppress the rational
control center (prefrontal cortex).

This puts you in a "fight-or-flight" mode, where impulsive decisions are more likely.

The brain remembers that substances provided temporary relief from this emotional pain, making
craving them a compelling escape route.

What to Do When You're "A":

Name the Emotion: Say, "l am feeling angry,” or "l am feeling anxious." Naming it reduces its
intensity and gives you back control.

Healthy Venting: Talk to a therapist, a sponsor, or a trusted friend. Write in a journal. Scream into a
pillow.

Physical Release: Go for a run, hit a punching bag, or do some intense exercise. This burns off stress
hormones naturally.

Relaxation Techniques: Practice deep breathing, meditation, or mindfulness to calm your nervous
system.



Chapter 5: L - Lonely: The Connection Deficit

Addiction thrives in isolation. "Lonely" doesn't just mean being physically alone; it means feeling
disconnected, misunderstood, or unsupported. This feeling creates an emotional void that substances
once filled.

The Science:

Humans are wired for connection. Positive social interaction releases natural opioids and oxytocin in
the brain, which promote feelings of bonding and well-being.

When we feel lonely, this system is underactive, creating a sense of unease and dissatisfaction.

The brain seeks to correct this imbalance and may turn to substances to artificially stimulate the
reward system.

What to Do When You're "L":

Reach Out, Don't Isolate: This is the most direct antidote. Call your sponsor, a recovery friend, or a
family member.

Attend a Meeting: Go to a support group meeting (like SMART Recovery or a 12-step program).
Even if you don't speak, being in a room with people who understand is powerful.

Build a Sober Network: Make an effort to build new friendships with people who support your
recovery.

Connect in Small Ways: Sometimes a brief, friendly conversation with a cashier or barista can break
the cycle of loneliness.

Chapter 6: T - Tired: The Weakened Brakes

When you are tired, the first part of your brain to shut down is the prefrontal cortex—your executive
control center, your "brakes." This makes it incredibly difficult to think clearly, manage emotions, and
resist impulses.

The Science:

Sleep deprivation increases activity in the amygdala (the stress center) and decreases activity in the
prefrontal cortex (the control center).

This combination makes you more emotionally reactive and less capable of making rational decisions.
Furthermore, fatigue feels awful, and your brain will seek the easiest path to feeling better, often
pointing back to old habits.

What to Do When You're "T":



Prioritize Sleep: Aim for 7-9 hours of quality sleep per night. Treat sleep as non-negotiable, as
important as taking medication.

Create a Bedtime Routine: Power down screens an hour before bed, read a book, take a warm bath,
and keep your bedroom dark and cool.

Listen to Your Body: If you're tired, rest. A 20-minute power nap can be rejuvenating.

Avoid Caffeine Late in the Day: It can interfere with your ability to fall asleep.

"Sleep is the single most effective thing we can do to reset our brain and body health each
day.” — Dr. Matthew Walker, Why We Sleep.

Chapter 7: Building Your Personal HALT Action Plan

Knowing about HALT is one thing; using it effectively is another. This chapter helps you create a
personalized plan.

Step 1: Self-Reflection
For each letter of HALT, ask yourself:

What does this state feel like in my body and mind?
When am | most likely to experience this?
What has worked in the past to address this?

Step 2: Create Your "Go-To" Actions
Write down 2-3 specific actions you will take for each state.

My H Plan: 1) Eat an apple with peanut butter. 2) Drink a full glass of water.

My A Plan: 1) Do 5 minutes of deep breathing. 2) Call my sponsor.

My L Plan: 1) Go to an online recovery meeting. 2) Text a friend from my support group.
My T Plan: 1) Set a timer and rest for 20 minutes. 2) Go to bed 30 minutes earlier tonight.

Step 3: Practice and Prepare

Practice the Pause: Several times a day, randomly ask yourself, "Do | need to HALT?" This builds the
habit.

Prepare Your Environment: Keep healthy snacks available, save supportive contacts in your phone,
and create a restful sleep space.

Conclusion: Empowerment Through Awareness



HALT is more than an acronym,; it is a philosophy of self-care. It teaches you to listen to your body
and mind with compassion and to meet your basic human needs in healthy ways.

Every time you HALT and address your true need for food, comfort, connection, or rest, you are doing
two things:

. You are preventing a potential relapse.
. You are strengthening the new, sober you.

You are learning to parent yourself, to care for the person who deserves care. This is the foundation of
a resilient and lasting recovery.
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