The Relapse Process

Kathy Rodriguez, Psy. D.

Relapse or a return to addictive or problem behaviors is seldom an isolated event.  Usually, the process has been unfolding for quite some time with warning signs that either the addict has chosen to ignore, deny, or is unconsciously aware of.  That is why a relapse plan and support system for implementing this plan is so crucial for relapse prevention.
Even though the plan may not prevent relapse in every instance, the addict, if willing, can learn invaluable lessons from their relapse process that will positively affect future recovery.

An individual can be in relapse well before actually engaging in the addictive behavior. Warning signs include:

· Attitude changes:  Negative attitude changes, such as no longer caring about recovery or giving up often are early relapse warning cues.

· Changes in thinking:  Giving up recovery thinking, even temporarily, can be dangerous for the addicted person.  Believing one is cured, healed, or deserving of a reward, especially if it's even remotely related to one's addiction, can signal a downhill slide.  Addicts can get into grandiose thinking very easily and subject themselves to dangerous or self-defeating situations that undermine their newly formed recovery skills.  Best advice: don't go there!

· Changes in behavior:  Returning to old places associated with addiction, being around individuals associated with addiction, changing attendance to recovery meetings or stopping therapy without solid justification, or an increase in stress-related symptoms (i.e., increasing smoking, caffeine, food intake, restless sleep), can all be red flags indicating impending relapse vulnerability.
· Changes in mood: Strong emotional fluctuations such as depression, anxiety, anger, boredom, even excitement or euphoria can signal a relapse in process.

A change in one or more of these areas can signal a "relapse chain" is in process. While any single change may be overlooked as not indicating anything other than a bad day, oftentimes a "chain of events" can be seen when the addict is forced to look deeper at any warning sign. Understanding this personal chain of events is crucial for the addict to eventually recover and stabilize with less relapse. Some questions that need to be posed are:
· When did you relapse?

· How did you react when you relapsed?

· What were the warning signs that relapse was coming?
· Attitude changes

· Thinking changes

· Behavior changes

· Mood/emotional changes

· How long did you engage in the relapse activity?

· Who was with you during the relapse?

· Where did your relapse occur?
· What did you leans from your relapse experience?

· How do you need to change or modify your written relapse plan to incorporate this new awareness into your relapse warning signs`?

· What will you do differently in the future when you see these relapse warning signs starting to occur?

Developing a Relapse Prevention Plan

1. Make written note of relapse warning signs that your journey of awareness has identified as potential obstacles, potholes, snares, tangents, detours, temptations that distract you from your primary focus of recovery.  Take into consideration:

· your personal relapse experiences;
· the relapse experiences and warning signs of other addicts;
· information/books on relapse and recovery.
2. Develop a personal written Relapse Prevention Plan that outlines your personal relapse warning signs and several provisions for coping with each warning sign.

3. Discuss your written Relapse Prevention Plan with another person, either a sponsor, friend, or family member.  Reality test your plan with them to make sure it is sound and practical for your personal needs.

4. Implement your action plan.  Talk is cheap.  This may be the most difficult step to undertake.  Oftentimes addicts, as well as human beings without addictions, can formulate beautiful written plans, but fail to follow through with them.  Discuss with your sponsor all of the reasons why you may fail to follow through on this plan before you implement it.  Many people do not actually want to change.  Doing what is familiar, though treacherous, and self-sabotaging, is easier than change.  Know this from the beginning so that when it gets hard, you don't fall victim to asking, "Why is this happening when I'm trying so hard?"  It will be hard.  It's a given.

"We also rejoice in our sufferings because we know that

suffering produces perseverance, perseverance, character; and character, hope."

Romans 5:3-4
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