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RELAPSE PREVENTION 
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CONGRATULATIONS! 
You have come so far in your recovery process. 
You have overcome multiple obstacles, grown as 
an individual, learned life-long tools, and become a 
stronger person. As you read about relapse and 
how to prevent it, know that you are completely 
empowered to beat this last enemy in your 
journey! 

 
 
 
 
 
 

ABOUT RELAPSE PREVENTION 

WHAT IS RELAPSE? 
 
You’ve probably heard the word “relapse” 
thrown around a few times in your recovery 
process. Relapse is simply falling back into old 
habits or routines that are not healthy, 
specifically substance use and misuse. 

 

WHO IS AT RISK FOR RELAPSE? 
 
No matter how easy or rough your recovery 
process has felt, anyone is at risk for relapse. 
However, there are many tools and services 
available to you so that you can continue your 
recovery journey and avoid any pitfalls. 
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RELAPSE’S THREE SIDEKICKS 

SEEMINGLY IRRELEVANT DECISIONS 
Every day you make countless choices. You decide what 
to eat, which store to visit, who you want to interact with. 
Relapse’s sneakiest sidekick is called the Seemingly 
Irrelevant Decision (SID). These daily decisions may seem 
insignificant, but beware! Small choices—especially those 
which go against the action plan which you and your 
counselor have created—can land you in some very sticky 
situations. 

 

HIGH-RISK SITUATIONS 
Perhaps the most recognized sidekick to relapse is the 
High-Risk Situation (HRS). A high-risk situation arises 
when you are placed in a circumstance which carries 
significant triggers for you. HRSs are different for 
everyone. They may include: a fight with a family 
member, loss of relationship, a party, a certain friend 
group, or the holidays. Some HRSs are also inward, such 
as feelings of depression, insecurity, or anxiety. 
 
 

ABSTINENCE VIOLATION EFFECT 
If you happen to relapse or find yourself in a High-Risk 
Situation, beware of relapse’s third sidekick: The 
Abstinence Violation Effect. The lie that this sidekick loves 
to tell is that if you lapse at all, you may as well lapse 
completely. Unrealistic expectations in recovery are a 
weapon of this villain, as well as unrealistic views of the 
positive connotations of substance use. (Larimer, 1999) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



RACHEL HERGERT JUNE 4, 2017

 

 3

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

YOUR TOOLS 
 
According to an article from the Journal of Cognitive 
Psychotherapy, coming up with an action plan to battle 
relapse impulses basically consists of two things: knowing 
your weaknesses, and filling those weak spots with new 
coping tools. (Witkiewitz et al., 2005) Now that you have 
read about relapse’s sidekicks, we are ready to talk about 
the tools that you possess. Many of these you have 
gained through your treatment and recovery. Your tools 
may include: 
 

 Mindfulness techniques 
 Meditation 
 Physical exercise 
 Group therapy 
 Continued counseling 
 A new hobby (sports, painting, music, etc.) 

 
One of the most important tools at your disposal is the 
ability to STOP and walk away. In fact, STOP is a great 
acronym to remember when those relapse sidekicks try 
and beat you: 
S—Stop. 
T—Take a breath.  
O—Observe what is happening. 
P—Proceed with your action plan. (Cognitive Behavioral 
Therapy Los Angeles, 2014) 
 
It is also helpful to remember that you are not alone in 
your recovery journey. Keep a list of people, groups, and 
programs that are supportive of you, and know who you 
can call when you encounter the relapse sidekicks. 
Surrounding yourself with supportive and encouraging 
individuals is an important step in preventing relapse. 
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ACTION PLAN 
 
You and your counselor or treatment 
team will need to develop an action plan 
to prevent relapse. Using all the tools you 
have learned, create a plan following 
these steps: 
 

1. Keep a journal of your daily 
emotion changes and decisions. 
(Capuzzi, 2016) Whenever you are 
tempted by addiction, write it 
down. Share these notes with 
your counselor. This will help you 
to identify potential pitfalls, and 
see where relapse may try to gain 
the upper hand in your life. 

2. Use your journal to develop an 
action plan. With your counselor, 
decide what you can do to 
counteract triggers, temptations, 
and emotional struggles. Be 
specific and thorough! 

3. Practice! Partnering with your 
counselor, rehearse exactly what 
you would say or do when 
encountering High-Risk Situations, 
Seemingly Irrelevant Decisions, or 
Abstinence Violation Effect. 

4. Roll with the punches. This is a 
journey—you won’t get it perfect 
every time. If you do relapse, 
know that there are many people 
who care about you and want to 
help you continue your recovery 
journey. Don’t let what feels like 
defeat discourage you. Get up and 
try again! 

 
 

RESOURCES 
You never need to feel alone in your recovery journey. 
There are many groups and programs that exist to 
support you and fight alongside you! Here are a few 
resources: 

 SAMHSA National Helpline: 1-800-662-HELP (4357) 
(24/7 information and help finding local support 
groups and programs) 

 Metro Crisis Services: 1-844-493-TALK (8255)         
http://www.metrocrisisservices.org/                          
(24/7 crisis support line in Denver Metro area, 
free and confidential support and information) 

  Denver Alcoholics Anonymous: 
http://daccaa.org/meetings.htm  
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