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I'm Jim, and I've been sober for nearly 38 years. In that time, I've sponsored
dozens of people, watched thousands navigate recovery, and seen both
heartbreaking relapses and inspiring recoveries. One thing I've learned: relapse is
often preventable when you understand what you're actually preventing.

Most people think relapse is about picking up a drink. But relapse actually begins
weeks or months before someone drinks—in thought patterns, behaviors, and
lifestyle choices that slowly erode the foundation of recovery.

This guide breaks down what research tells us about relapse, what triggers
actually look like, and most importantly, what you can do to protect your sobriety.
Whether you have 30 days or 30 years, understanding relapse prevention can
strengthen your recovery.
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The Statistics: What We Know About Relapse

Research consistently shows that 40-60% of people in recovery experience relapse
within the first year. This sounds discouraging, but context matters:

First 90 days: Highest risk period (60-80% of relapses occur here)

One year mark: Risk drops significantly for those who reach this milestone

Five years: Less than 15% relapse rate for those with five years sobriety

Multiple attempts: Most people who achieve long-term sobriety tried multiple
times

Important Context

These numbers mirror other chronic conditions:

Diabetes: 30-50% relapse rate for treatment protocols

Hypertension: 50-70% of people stop taking medication within a year

Asthma: 60% relapse rate for management protocols

What this means for you: Relapse doesn't mean failure—it means addiction is a
chronic condition requiring ongoing management, just like other medical conditions.
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Types of Relapse: It's Not Just About Drinking

1. Emotional Relapse

Timeline: Weeks to months before drinking

Warning signs:

Increased irritability and mood swings

Isolating from supportive people

Neglecting self-care (sleep, nutrition, exercise)

Attending meetings but not participating

Romanticizing past drinking or "war stories"

2. Mental Relapse

Timeline: Days to weeks before drinking

Warning signs:

Fantasizing about drinking or using

Thinking about people, places, or situations associated with drinking

Planning how you could drink "just once"

Lying or being dishonest about small things

Looking for opportunities to drink

3. Physical Relapse

Timeline: The actual drinking

This is what most people think of as relapse, but it's actually the final stage of a process that
began much earlier.



What this means for you: Prevention happens at the emotional and mental stages,
not when you're already holding a drink.
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Understanding Triggers: Beyond "People, Places, and
Things"

External Triggers

Environmental: Bars, liquor stores, parties, restaurants you used to drink at

Social: Certain people, social situations, celebrations

Seasonal: Holidays, anniversaries, seasonal changes

Situational: Stress at work, relationship conflicts, financial problems

Internal Triggers (Often Overlooked)

Emotional states: Not just negative emotions—positive ones too (celebration,
success)

Physical states: Fatigue, hunger, illness, pain

Mental states: Boredom, restlessness, overconfidence

Spiritual states: Feeling disconnected from purpose or meaning

The HALT Framework

A simple but powerful tool for recognizing vulnerable states:

Hungry: Low blood sugar affects decision-making

Angry: Unprocessed anger is a major relapse risk

Lonely: Isolation breeds dangerous thinking

Tired: Exhaustion weakens mental defenses

What this means for you: Develop awareness of your personal trigger patterns.
Most people have 3-5 primary triggers that repeatedly threaten their sobriety.



4

Mental Health and Dual Diagnosis

An estimated 50-70% of people with substance use disorders also have mental health
conditions:

Depression: Often underlying alcohol use

Anxiety: Alcohol as self-medication

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD): Trauma and addiction frequently co-
occur

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD): Alcohol as focus/calming
agent

Bipolar disorder: Alcohol during manic or depressive episodes

Why This Matters for Relapse Prevention

Untreated mental health issues often drive relapse. If you were using alcohol to manage
depression, anxiety, or trauma, those underlying issues need attention in recovery.

Treatment Approaches

Therapy: Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT),
trauma-informed treatment

Medication: When appropriate and carefully managed

Integrated treatment: Addressing addiction and mental health simultaneously

What this means for you: If you struggle with mental health issues, they're not
separate from your addiction—they're part of it. Get proper treatment for both.
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Dual Addictions and Cross-Addiction

Many people discover other addictive behaviors in recovery:

Gambling: Often emerges as alcohol use decreases

Food: Particularly sugar, which affects similar brain pathways

Shopping/Spending: The dopamine hit of purchasing

Technology/Gaming: Endless scrolling and digital stimulation

Work: Becoming a "workaholic" in recovery

Exercise: Healthy activity becoming compulsive

Cross-Addiction Warning Signs

Engaging in behavior despite negative consequences

Inability to stop or moderate the behavior

Using the behavior to cope with stress or emotions

Neglecting other areas of life for the behavior

What this means for you: Recovery isn't just about stopping drinking—it's about
developing healthy coping mechanisms for life's challenges.
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Family Systems and Recovery

Alcoholism affects entire family systems, not just the individual. Family members often
unconsciously maintain patterns that can trigger relapse:

Enabling Behaviors

Removing consequences

Making excuses

Providing money

Solving problems the person in recovery should handle

Family Roles That Can Trigger Relapse

The Hero: Family member who compensates for past damage

The Enabler: Continues to rescue and protect

The Scapegoat: Family member who becomes the new "problem"

The Lost Child: Family member who withdraws and gets ignored

Healthy Family Recovery

Everyone learns new roles and communication patterns

Family members attend Al-Anon or family therapy

Clear boundaries replace enabling behaviors

Support without control

What this means for you: Family members need their own recovery process.
Unchanged family dynamics can become relapse triggers.
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Staying Close to the Program: The "Middle of the Herd"
Strategy

In nature, animals in herds instinctively move toward the center during times of danger. In
recovery, "staying in the middle of the herd" means increasing your connection to recovery
resources during psychologically significant events.

High-Risk Life Events

Negative Events:

Death of loved ones or friends

Serious medical diagnoses or health scares

Relationship breakups, divorce, or family conflicts

Job loss, business failures, or financial crises

Legal troubles or court proceedings

Major disappointments or unmet expectations

Positive Events (Often Overlooked):

Major success, promotions, or recognition

Inheritance or sudden financial windfall

Graduations or achievement milestones

New relationships or marriage

Retirement or major life transitions

Holiday and Anniversary Vulnerabilities:

Christmas, New Year's, Thanksgiving (family dynamics and alcohol-centered traditions)

Personal birthdays (reflection on life and aging)

Recovery anniversaries (paradoxically risky due to overconfidence)

Anniversary dates of traumatic events or losses



The "Doubling Up" Strategy

Many successful people in recovery automatically increase their meeting attendance and
recovery activities during these times:

Meetings: Attend twice as many meetings during stressful periods

Sponsor contact: Daily check-ins instead of weekly

Service work: Increase involvement in helping others

Recovery reading: Extra literature and meditation time

Professional support: Additional therapy sessions if needed

Why This Works

Prevents isolation during vulnerable times

Provides multiple perspectives on challenging situations

Offers emotional support from people who understand

Maintains focus on recovery principles during emotional turbulence

What this means for you: Don't wait until you're struggling to increase your
recovery activities. Plan ahead for known stressful periods and "double up" your
support system.
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HALT and Other Acronyms for Daily Management

Recovery Acronyms for Daily Use

HALT (Hungry, Angry, Lonely, Tired):

Daily check-in: "How am I feeling in these four areas?"

Prevention: Regular meals, anger management, social connection, adequate sleep

HALTS (Adding Stressed):

Stressed: Chronic stress is a major relapse trigger

Management: Regular stress-reduction practices

SLIPS (Sobriety Loses Its Priority):

Warning sign: When other things become more important than recovery

Prevention: Regular priority check-ins

FEAR (False Evidence Appearing Real):

Recognition: Much of our anxiety is based on imagined futures

Tool: Reality-checking with sponsors or therapists

DENIAL (Don't Even Notice I Am Lying):

Self-awareness: Catching small lies before they become big ones

Tool: Daily honesty inventory

What this means for you: Simple acronyms can be powerful daily tools for staying
aware of vulnerable states.



9

The Social Element of Successful Recovery

Studies consistently show that people with strong social connections in recovery have
significantly lower relapse rates. But not all social connections are equal:

High-Risk Social Factors

Maintaining friendships centered around drinking

Isolation and lack of sober social connections

Romantic relationships with active users

Work environments that normalize heavy drinking

Protective Social Factors

Regular attendance at recovery meetings

Sponsor relationships and sponsoring others

Sober friendships and activities

Family support that understands addiction

Building Sober Social Networks

Recovery meetings: Not just attending, but participating

Hobbies and interests: Pursuing activities you enjoy sober

Volunteer work: Helping others builds purpose and connection

Exercise groups: Gyms, hiking clubs, running groups

Educational pursuits: Classes, workshops, learning new skills

What this means for you: Loneliness is dangerous in recovery. Actively build
relationships with people who support your sobriety.
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Advanced Relapse Prevention Strategies

1. Urge Surfing

Concept: Cravings are like waves—they peak and then subside

Practice: Instead of fighting cravings, observe them mindfully until they pass

Timeline: Most intense cravings last 15-30 minutes

2. Playing the Tape Forward

Practice: When you think about drinking, mentally follow the scenario to its likely
conclusion

Reality check: Include the hangover, shame, and consequences, not just the "fun" part

3. Relapse Prevention Planning

Identify: Your specific triggers and warning signs

Plan: Exact actions you'll take when you notice each trigger

Practice: Rehearse these responses before you need them

4. Lifestyle Design

Structure: Build routines that support sobriety

Purpose: Identify meaningful activities and goals

Balance: Work, relationships, health, spirituality, fun

5. Mindfulness and Meditation

Awareness: Developing ability to observe thoughts without acting on them

Practice: Daily meditation, even just 10-15 minutes

Application: Using mindfulness tools when triggered

6. Exercise: The Universal Problem Solver



As one recovery saying goes: "Exercise solves so many problems." This is particularly true
for relapse prevention:

Physical Benefits:

Releases endorphins (natural mood elevators)

Reduces stress hormones like cortisol

Improves sleep quality

Increases energy and mental clarity

Mental Health Benefits:

Reduces anxiety and depression symptoms

Provides healthy coping mechanism for stress

Builds confidence and self-esteem

Creates routine and structure

Recovery-Specific Benefits:

Fills time previously spent drinking

Provides social opportunities (gym, running groups, sports teams)

Offers sense of accomplishment and progress

Helps manage weight gain common in early recovery

Practical Application:

Start small: even 20-30 minutes of walking daily helps

Find activities you enjoy: hiking, swimming, dancing, weightlifting

Use exercise as immediate intervention when feeling triggered

Join fitness groups for social connection

What this means for you: Advanced relapse prevention is an active practice
requiring specific skills and strategies, not just willpower.



11

Warning Signs: When to Get Help Immediately

Red Flag Behaviors

Lying about where you've been or what you've done

Isolating from people who support your recovery

Skipping meetings, therapy appointments, or sponsor calls

Romanticizing your drinking days

Picking fights with people in recovery

Sudden major life changes without consultation

Stopping medications without medical supervision

Hanging around bars or liquor stores "for other reasons"

Emergency Actions

Call your sponsor, therapist, or recovery support person immediately

Attend a meeting today, not tomorrow

Remove yourself from high-risk situations

Consider intensive outpatient programs or counseling

In crisis: Call 988 or go to emergency room

What this means for you: Don't wait until you're holding a drink to get help. These
warning signs mean you need support now.



Key Takeaway

Relapse prevention is a daily practice, not a one-time decision. It requires
understanding your personal triggers, building healthy coping mechanisms,
maintaining social connections, and staying vigilant about your mental and emotional
health.

Recovery is possible—I've seen it thousands of times. But it requires ongoing attention
and care, just like any other chronic condition. The good news is that the longer you
stay sober, the stronger your recovery foundation becomes.

Remember: You don't have to manage this alone. Use your support network, stay
connected to recovery resources, and be honest about your struggles before they
become crises.

Most importantly: Relapse doesn't mean failure. If it happens, it means you need a
different approach or additional support. Many people with long-term sobriety
experienced relapse before finding their sustainable path.

Additional Resources

Crisis Support

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline: Call or text 988

SAMHSA National Helpline: 1-800-662-HELP (4357)

Meeting Finders

AA: www.aa.org

NA: www.na.org

Al-Anon (for families): www.al-anon.org

SMART Recovery: www.smartrecovery.org



Apps

Meeting Guide: Find meetings anywhere

I Am Sober: Track sobriety and get support

SMART Recovery Toolbox: Evidence-based tools

Books About Relapse and Recovery

"Staying Sober: A Guide for Relapse Prevention" by Terence Gorski

"The Craving Mind" by Judson Brewer

"Recovery Dharma" by Recovery Dharma Community

"Relapse Prevention Workbook" by Dennis C. Daley

"The Body Keeps the Score" by Bessel van der Kolk

For more recovery insights and relapse prevention tools, visit
PauseWhenAgitated.com

You'll find articles, resources, and wisdom from someone who's maintained long-
term sobriety and helped others do the same for nearly four decades.

PauseWhenAgitated.com | Free recovery resources for families and individuals

This guide represents personal experience and general information. For specific situations, please
consult with addiction professionals, therapists, or attend meetings in your area.

PauseWhenAgitated.com | Free recovery resources for families and individuals


