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Relapse Prevention Planning: Not 'If," But ‘'How to Prevent It’

A Patient-Friendly Guide to Building Your Safety Net
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This book is dedicated to every person who chooses to get back up and learn from a stumble.

A Message to You, the Reader

The fear of relapse can be a heavy shadow over recovery. You might be thinking, "What if | fail?" This
fear can be so powerful that it sometimes becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.

This book aims to replace that fear with a sense of preparedness and power. We need to shift our
thinking. Relapse is not a sudden, unpredictable event. It is a process that often begins weeks or
months before the actual substance use. More importantly, it is a process that can be interrupted.

A Relapse Prevention Plan is not a sign that you expect to fail. It is a sign of wisdom and strength. It is
your personal safety net, your game plan for staying safe. It's not about if you will face a challenge,
but how you will navigate it successfully.

Chapter 1: Redefining Relapse - It's a Process, Not an Event

The first step in preventing relapse is to understand what it truly is. Most people see relapse as a
single moment when a person uses a substance again. This view is incomplete and can be dangerous
because it leads to shame and the feeling that all progress is lost.

Relapse is a gradual process of returning to old patterns of thinking, feeling, and behaving that
lead back to substance use.

Think of it like getting lost while driving:

You make a wrong turn (e.g., stopping healthy routines).

You get disoriented (e.g., increased stress, negative emotions).
You are now lost (e.g., isolation, denial).

You finally end up in the wrong city (physical relapse).

The goal of a relapse prevention plan is to help you recognize you've made a wrong turn long
before you end up in the wrong city. As Terence Gorski, a leading expert on relapse, states:

“Relapse is not an event. It is a process that occurs over time. Understanding the warning signs
of this process is the key to prevention.”
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Chapter 2: The Three Stages of Relapse
Relapse occurs in three predictable stages. Your prevention plan will have strategies for each one.

Stage 1: Emotional Relapse
In this stage, you are not yet thinking about using. But your emotions and behaviors are setting you
up for a potential relapse later.

Warning Signs:

Anxiety, irritability, mood swings

Not asking for help

Poor self-care (sleep, diet, exercise)

Isolating yourself

Focusing on other people's problems instead of your own

The Goal Here: To recognize these signs early and practice self-care. This is about prevention.

Stage 2: Mental Relapse
In this stage, a war is going on in your mind. Part of you wants to use, and part of you doesn't.

Warning Signs:

Craving for the substance

Thinking about people, places, and things associated with past use

Minimizing the consequences of past use ("It wasn't that bad.")

Bargaining ("l can just use once." or "I can control it now.")

Actively planning a relapse

The Goal Here: To use cognitive and behavioral tools to fight the internal battle and avoid a physical
relapse. This is about intervention.

Stage 3: Physical Relapse
This is the final stage—the actual act of using the substance. Once you start, it often leads to a full-
blown return to addictive behavior.

Chapter 3: Building Your Personal Relapse Prevention Plan

Your plan is a living document. It should be written down, reviewed regularly, and shared with a
trusted person like a sponsor or therapist.

Section 1: Know Your Triggers
List your specific triggers in these categories:



External Triggers: People (old using friends), Places (bars, certain neighborhoods), Things (cash,
paraphernalia), Situations (payday, holidays, stress at work).

Internal Triggers: Emotions (anger, loneliness, boredom, even happiness), Physical states (being
HALT: Hungry, Angry, Lonely, Tired), Thoughts ("I deserve one drink.").

Section 2: Identify Your Early Warning Signs (Stage 1 & 2)
List your personal red flags from the stages above. Be brutally honest.

Example: "My early warning sign is when | stop calling my sponsor and start thinking that | don't need
meetings anymore."
Example: "I know I'm in trouble when | start feeling irritable and stop going to the gym."

Section 3: Your "First Aid" Kit: Imnmediate Coping Strategies
What will you do in the moment when a craving or warning sign appears?

Call your sponsor or a recovery friend.

Attend an extra support group meeting.

Use a distraction: Go for a run, watch a movie, play a game.

Practice a relaxation technique: Deep breathing, meditation.

Play the tape through: Remember the entire, painful consequence of using, not just the temporary
high.

Section 4: Your Daily Maintenance Plan
Recovery is built day by day. What will you do every day to stay healthy and reduce the risk of even
entering Stage 17

I will attend support group meetings per week.
I will practice mindfulness for 10 minutes each day.
I will exercise for 30 minutes, times a week.

| will eat three balanced meals and stay hydrated.
I will connect with at least one supportive person daily.

Section 5: Your Emergency Plan (If a Lapse Occurs)
A lapse (a single use) does not have to become a full relapse. Have a plan for this scenario to
minimize the damage and get back on track immediately.

Step 1: Reach out immediately. Call your sponsor, therapist, or a helpline. Do not isolate.

Step 2: Remove the substance. Get rid of it so you can't use again.

Step 3: Analyze what happened. Without shame, identify the trigger and the breakdown in your
plan.

Step 4: Recommit. Attend a meeting the same day. Remember, this is a stumble, not the end of your
journey.



Chapter 4: Essential Tools for Your Prevention Toolkit

1. The Thought-Stopping Technique

When a bargaining thought arises ("One drink won't hurt"), shout "STOP!" in your mind. Then,
immediately replace it with a positive, pre-planned counter-statement ("One drink will hurt everything
I've built. | choose my sobriety.").

2. Urge Surfing
As covered in a previous book, remember that a craving is like a wave. It builds, peaks, and subsides.
Your job is to ride it out without giving in, using your breathing and distraction techniques.

3. Delay and Distract
When a craving hits, tell yourself, "I will not use for the next 15 minutes." In that time, immerse
yourself in a distracting activity. Often, the craving will lose its power.

4. Create a "Relapse Prevention Contract”
Write a contract with yourself. State your commitment to your plan. Sign it and have a supportive
witness (sponsor, therapist) sign it. This makes your commitment more concrete.

Chapter 5: Building a Life That Protects Your Sobriety

The ultimate relapse prevention is building a life where you no longer feel the need to escape. This
means:

Building a New Social Circle: Surround yourself with people who support your sober life.
Finding New Purpose: Explore hobbies, volunteer work, or educational goals.

Repairing Relationships: Work on mending the damage from your addiction.

Practicing Self-Care: View sleep, nutrition, and exercise as non-negotiable medicine for your
recovery.

Conclusion: Your Plan is Your Power

Having a relapse prevention plan transforms you from a passive victim of your cravings into an active
manager of your recovery. It turns the vague fear of "what if" into the concrete confidence of "here's
how."

Review your plan weekly. Update it as you learn more about yourself and your triggers. Share it with
your support system.



You are not planning for failure. You are planning for success. You are building the strength and skills
to handle whatever challenges come your way, ensuring that your recovery remains strong and
resilient.
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