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The Disease Model: Stress
Response Patterns
The Emotional Regulation System
Briefing & Worksheet
The Recovery Files — Embrace, Empower & Evolve

In this workbook
• Briefing (9 slides)
– Stress Response Patterns
– Stress System Dysregulation
– Stress-Induced Craving
– Stress Sensitivity Alterations
– Withdrawal-Related Stress
– Distress Tolerance Capacity
– Anticipatory Stress Management
– Recovery Implications
– The Path Forward
• Stress Response Worksheet
– Understanding Your Stress Response Landscape
– The Neurobiology of Your Experience
– Developing Your Regulation Strategies
– Building Stress Resilience
– Personalized Stress Response Map
The scored self-assessment for this dimension is in the app.
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BRIEFING

Stress Response Patterns
The Emotional Regulation System
Stress and addiction interact in multiple reinforcing cycles that create significant challenges for
recovery. Many individuals initially turn to substances or behaviors to cope with stress through
negative reinforcement—using addiction to remove or reduce uncomfortable emotional states.

What begins as an attempt to manage stress gradually becomes a primary source of stress itself.
This creates a self-perpetuating cycle where addiction simultaneously functions as both a
significant stressor and the primary method for stress relief.

Stress System Dysregulation
Neurobiological Changes
Chronic substance use or addictive behaviors dysregulate the brain's stress and anti-stress
systems. This occurs through alterations to the HPA axis, extended amygdala circuits, and
endogenous opioid systems.

The result is heightened sensitivity to stressors, exaggerated stress responses, and diminished
capacity for emotional resilience. During withdrawal, these dysregulated stress systems activate
powerfully, creating profound discomfort that drives continued use specifically to relieve this
distress.

Stress-Induced Craving
The Stress-Addiction Connection
Stress-induced craving develops as repeated pairing of stress relief with substance use creates
powerful neurobiological connections between stress activation and addiction motivation. The
brain learns that substances effectively (though temporarily) relieve distress.

This connection involves stress hormone receptors in reward pathways, altered endogenous
opioid functioning, and changes to extended amygdala circuits. These create automatic
motivational responses to stress that operate independently from pleasure-seeking or habitual
use patterns.

Stress Sensitivity Alterations
Heightened Reactivity
Addiction progressively dysregulates stress response systems including the HPA axis and
autonomic nervous system. This creates heightened reactivity where the threshold for stress
activation lowers while response intensity increases.

Small stressors that previously caused minimal distress now trigger exaggerated physiological
and emotional reactions. Meanwhile, the ability to return to baseline after stress activation
becomes impaired, creating prolonged stress responses.
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Withdrawal-Related Stress
The Dark Side of Addiction
Withdrawal-induced stress differs qualitatively from normal stress, involving profound dysphoria,
anxiety, irritability, and physical discomfort. This reflects unmasking of neuroadaptations in
norepinephrine, CRF, dynorphin, and glutamate systems.

As the brain adapted to repeated substance exposure, it created opposing adaptations in stress
systems to maintain homeostasis. When use stops, these adaptations result in significant
dysregulation, explaining why early recovery feels emotionally overwhelming even without
external stressors.

Distress Tolerance Capacity
The Window of Tolerance
Distress tolerance capacity—the ability to experience uncomfortable emotional states without
immediate escape—often diminishes significantly in addiction. When addiction repeatedly
short-circuits natural processing of distress, the skills and neural pathways for tolerating
discomfort weaken.

As the window of tolerance narrows, even minor discomfort can trigger overwhelming distress
and automatic relief-seeking behaviors. This decreased tolerance involves changes to both
psychological coping skills and neurobiological emotion regulation systems.

Anticipatory Stress Management
Preventative Use Patterns
Anticipatory stress management patterns develop as addiction becomes incorporated into
planning for stress exposure. What begins as reactive use after stress occurs evolves into
preventative use before anticipated stressors.

This reflects the brain's attempt to maintain emotional homeostasis by ensuring relief will be
available when needed. The pattern often develops its own cycle where anxiety about potential
inability to use during stress itself becomes a stressor requiring immediate management.

Recovery Implications
Rebuilding Stress Regulation
Recovery requires both reducing overall stress load and building progressive capacity to face
challenges. Stress awareness development, physiological regulation skills, emotional regulation
techniques, distress tolerance building, and stress system restoration all support healing.

Understanding stress response patterns helps explain why stressful life events so frequently
trigger relapse. It highlights the need for comprehensive approaches addressing both stress
reduction and development of alternative regulation strategies.

The Path Forward
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Transforming Stress Response
The journey isn't about eliminating stress, which would be impossible and unhelpful. It's about
developing awareness of how stress systems influence experience, tools to regulate effectively
without substances, and capacity to build progressive resilience.

Between stress activation and response lies a space of possibility that grows larger with practice.
In that pause between trigger and reaction lies the freedom that makes recovery about rebuilding
the capacity for emotional regulation and resilience.
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WORKSHEET

Stress Response Worksheet
Personal reflection on stress patterns in your addiction and recovery

Understanding Your Stress Response Landscape
1. Which stress response dimension (stress-induced craving, sensitivity alterations, withdrawal
stress, distress tolerance, anticipatory management) affects you most powerfully, and why do
you think that is?

2. What specific types of stressors reliably trigger your strongest addiction-related responses, and
how have these evolved over time?

3. How does your experience of stress during withdrawal or early recovery differ qualitatively
from your normal stress experience?

4. What specific physical manifestations of stress most reliably precede or accompany your
cravings?

5. How have your methods of anticipating and planning for stress changed throughout your
addiction progression?

The Neurobiology of Your Experience
6. How does understanding the neurobiological basis of stress dysregulation affect your
perception of your experiences?
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7. In what ways have you noticed your stress responses changing during periods of active
addiction versus recovery?

8. How quickly do your stress systems typically activate, and how long do they take to return to
baseline?

9. What evidence have you observed of your stress systems healing during recovery periods?

10. How might your unique neurobiological factors influence your vulnerability to stress-related
relapse?

Developing Your Regulation Strategies
11. What specific strategies have proven most effective for addressing your most challenging
stress dimension?

12. How do you balance short-term stress management techniques with long-term stress system
healing approaches?
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13. What physical practices most effectively support your stress regulation capacity?

14. What techniques help you maintain awareness of subtle stress changes before they escalate?

15. How might you strengthen your approach to the stress dimension you identified as most
challenging?

Building Stress Resilience
16. How has your relationship with stress evolved throughout your recovery journey?

17. What practices help you maintain perspective when experiencing intense stress activation?

18. How do you navigate early recovery periods when stress sensitivity remains high?

19. What would it look like to view stress system healing as a progressive, long-term process?
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20. How might sharing your understanding of addiction-related stress patterns benefit both your
own recovery and potentially help others?

Personalized Stress Response Map
Create a personalized map identifying your specific stress response patterns. List concrete
examples from your experience.

Stress-Induced Craving Patterns
Example: Intense cravings consistently follow arguments with specific family members

Stress Sensitivity Alterations
Example: Minor schedule changes now trigger disproportionate anxiety and irritability

Withdrawal-Related Stress Patterns
Example: Extreme emotional reactivity during first two weeks of abstinence
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Distress Tolerance Capacity
Example: Inability to sit with mild anxiety without immediate relief-seeking

Anticipatory Stress Management
Example: Automatic use before family gatherings regardless of conscious intentions

Action Planning
Based on your stress response map, select 2-3 specific challenges to address. For each: define it
clearly, identify the dimension, set a measurable goal, break it into action steps, establish
accountability, create a timeline, and plan for obstacles.


