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The Pause Between Breaths
Learning to WAIT in Recovery
Experience, Strength & Hope · The Recovery Files

A powerful exploration of reactive communication in recovery-how automatic responses
persist long after substances are removed.

RELATIONSHIPS & COMMUNICATION · COMMUNICATION · INTERMEDIATE

The sound of shattering glass pulled me from sleep—a sound I knew intimately from my
drinking days. Half-awake, I stumbled into the kitchen to find my partner, Elena,
standing over broken fragments of what had been her grandmother's serving dish.
Before my eyes had fully focused, before my brain had fully engaged, the words were
already leaving my mouth:

"Jesus Christ, it's not even 7 AM. How the hell did you manage that?"

I watched her face collapse, watched how my words landed like another blow on top
of her obvious distress. In that moment, twenty-six months into sobriety, I realized
with absolute clarity that while I hadn't touched alcohol in over two years, I was still
operating with the reactive brain of addiction.

My counselor introduced me to the concept of WAIT—What Am I Thinking? Why Am I
Talking?—during my third month in outpatient treatment. At the time, I nodded politely
while internally dismissing it as just another recovery acronym, less relevant than
addressing the physical dependence that had dominated my life. I was there to stop
drinking, not to analyze my communication style.

But that morning in the kitchen, standing amid fragments of glass and the fragments of
connection broken by my thoughtless reaction, the concept suddenly seemed less like
an optional recovery tool and more like an essential life skill I had never fully
developed.

In active addiction, my responses were governed almost entirely by immediate
emotional states—primarily irritation, defensiveness, and the constant low-grade
anxiety of maintaining functional alcoholism. Substances provided a chemical buffer
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between stimulus and response, temporarily dampening the intensity of emotions that
might otherwise require more sophisticated management. When something triggered
me—a comment from a colleague, a request from my partner, an unexpected change of
plans—I had two primary strategies: react immediately with whatever emotion arose, or
drink to suppress the discomfort of the trigger.

This reactive pattern became so ingrained that it survived well into sobriety. I had
removed alcohol from my system but was still operating with neural pathways shaped
by years of impulsive responses and chemical emotion management. The kitchen
incident wasn't an isolated event but merely the most obvious example of a pattern that
affected nearly all my interactions—with family, coworkers, friends, and even
strangers. I was sober but not recovered in any meaningful relational sense.

The first component of WAIT—What Am I Thinking?—initially struck me as obvious to
the point of uselessness. Of course I knew what I was thinking; they were my
thoughts, weren't they? But when my therapist challenged me to actually articulate
my thoughts in the moments before reactive responses, I discovered something
unsettling: most of the time, I had no conscious awareness of the actual thought
content driving my reactions.

Through dedicated practice, I began identifying the automatic thoughts that
consistently preceded reactive outbursts. When Elena dropped the dish, the thoughts
racing beneath my consciousness included: "This is going to make us late." "Now I'll
have to clean this up." "She's so careless." "This day is already ruined." None of these
thoughts were particularly accurate or helpful, but they created an emotional response
that launched words from my mouth before I'd consciously processed the situation.

Learning to catch these thoughts required developing what my counselor called an
"observing mind"—a part of consciousness that could notice thoughts arising without
immediately identifying with or acting on them. This wasn't a natural skill for me; it
required consistent practice through daily meditation and regular check-ins throughout
the day, particularly during emotionally charged situations.

The second half of the WAIT acronym—Why Am I Talking?—proved even more
challenging. When asked to identify my purpose in speaking during confrontational
moments, my honest initial answer was usually some variation of "to release emotional
pressure" or "to make the other person understand they're wrong." These motivations,
while truthful, rarely aligned with my deeper values or the kind of person I wanted to
be in recovery.
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With practice, I began asking myself better questions before speaking: "Will these
words strengthen or damage this relationship?" "Am I trying to connect or control?"
"Is this communication in service of my recovery values or my ego?" "What need am I
trying to meet by speaking right now, and is there a more effective way to meet that
need?"

My sponsor framed it this way: "Getting sober creates the possibility of recovery.
Practices like WAIT are what actually build recovery, one intentional response at a
time." This distinction—between the absence of substances and the presence of
recovery—helped me understand why many people, myself included, could maintain
physical sobriety while still experiencing significant dysfunction in relationships and
emotional management.

Disengaging from arguments proved particularly challenging early in this practice. My
partner and I had established patterns where tension would escalate rapidly from minor
irritations to major conflicts, with neither of us having effective off-ramps from the
emotional intensity. Learning to say "I need some time to process this before
responding" felt awkward and artificial at first, both to express and to hear.

Developing specific language for temporary disengagement helped immensely: "I want
to have this conversation in a way that's productive, but I'm feeling too reactive right
now. Can we pause for thirty minutes so I can gather my thoughts?" This approach
acknowledged the importance of the issue while creating space for more intentional
engagement.

Physical practices became essential supports for these mental and emotional shifts.
Deep breathing exercises, particularly box breathing (inhaling for four counts,
holding for four, exhaling for four, holding for four), provided immediate
physiological intervention during triggering situations. This technique directly
countered the shallow, rapid breathing pattern that accompanied emotional
reactivity, sending signals to my nervous system that the perceived emergency
wasn't actually life-threatening.

The most profound shift occurred when I began recognizing that most of my reactive
responses were fundamentally about fear rather than anger. Behind the quick irritation
when Elena dropped the dish were fears about control, competence, judgment, and
ultimately worthiness of love and belonging. These deeper fears had driven both my
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addictive behaviors and my communication patterns, creating a self-reinforcing cycle
where substances temporarily numbed the fear while reactive communication
consistently reinforced it.

A particularly meaningful milestone occurred approximately eighteen months into
consistent WAIT practice. During a heated discussion about financial priorities, I
noticed the familiar physical sensations of reactivity arising—increased heart rate,
shallow breathing, muscle tension in my jaw and shoulders. Instead of being hijacked
by these sensations, I observed them with genuine curiosity, asked myself what
thoughts were generating them, and chose a response aligned with my deeper values
rather than immediate emotional release.

Today, thirty-five months sober and about two years into intentional WAIT practice, the
changes are substantial though still evolving. Reactive responses haven't disappeared
entirely but have diminished significantly in both frequency and intensity. The pause
between stimulus and response has expanded from microseconds to meaningful
moments of choice. Communication, particularly during emotionally charged situations,
more consistently reflects my actual values rather than conditioned reactivity.

This morning, Elena dropped a mug while making coffee. The sound triggered a
momentary surge of irritation—the physiological response still occurs—but the space
between that sensation and my response has grown large enough to accommodate
conscious choice. What am I thinking? "Accidents happen; this isn't a big deal." Why
am I talking? "To connect and offer support." My response flowed from this
awareness: "You okay? Don't worry about the mess—I'll grab the broom while you
finish making coffee."

The WAIT practice hasn't eliminated conflict from our relationship or my other
interactions. Disagreements, misunderstandings, and differences of opinion remain
part of human connection. But these inevitable frictions now occur within a container of
greater awareness and intentionality, allowing them to become opportunities for
growth and deeper understanding rather than triggers for reactive damage.

I've come to understand that recovery isn't just about abstaining from
substances but about developing the capacity to be fully present—with
ourselves, with others, with the full range of human experience—without
needing to escape or react impulsively. The WAIT practice supports this
broader recovery by strengthening the muscle of conscious choice in moments
previously governed by automatic reactivity. The pause between stimulus and



The Recovery Files  ·  Experience, Strength & Hope The Pause Between Breaths: Learning to WAIT in Recovery

© The Recovery Files Page 5

response, between breath and breath—this is where recovery lives, one WAIT at
a time.
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THE MATCHED SELF-ASSESSMENT

The Pause Between Breaths: Reactive
Communication in Recovery
This self-assessment is designed to help individuals in recovery evaluate their patterns of reactive
communication and develop skills for more intentional responses. The assessment explores both
reactive patterns that often persist beyond substance use and the development of mindful
communication practices that support sustainable recovery.

Instructions
For each statement, rate how often it applies to you using the scale:

• 1 - Never: This doesn't apply to you
• 2 - Rarely: This occasionally applies
• 3 - Sometimes: This sometimes applies
• 4 - Often: This frequently applies
• 5 - Always: This consistently applies

Part 1: Reactive Communication Patterns
1.  I respond to situations with immediate emotional reactions before thinking

○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

2.  I say things in the heat of the moment that I later regret
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

3.  I find myself speaking to release emotional pressure rather than to communicate effectively
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

4.  My communication style changes noticeably when I'm stressed, tired, or triggered
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

5.  I have difficulty pausing before responding in emotional situations
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

6.  I speak without clear awareness of what I'm thinking or why I'm talking
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

7.  My first response to mistakes or accidents is irritation or criticism
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

8.  I escalate quickly from minor disagreements to major conflicts
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

9.  I feel physically activated (racing heart, muscle tension, shallow breathing) during challenging
conversations
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

10.  I communicate in ways that damage connection rather than strengthen it when upset
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always
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Part 2: Mindful Communication Skills
11.  I can identify my automatic thoughts before responding to triggering situations

○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

12.  I practice pausing between stimulus and response in challenging moments
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

13.  I ask myself "What am I thinking?" when I notice emotional reactivity arising
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

14.  I consider "Why am I talking?" before speaking in important conversations
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

15.  I can disengage temporarily from heated interactions to gather my thoughts
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

16.  I notice physical signs of reactivity (breathing changes, tension) before they control my
responses
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

17.  I communicate in ways that align with my deeper values rather than immediate emotions
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

18.  I consider how my words will impact relationships before speaking
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

19.  I can differentiate between primary emotions (fear, hurt) and secondary reactions (anger,
irritation)
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always

20.  I take responsibility promptly when my communication has been reactive or harmful
○ 1 Never ○ 2 Rarely ○ 3 Sometimes ○ 4 Often ○ 5 Always
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Reflection Questions
Understanding Reactive Patterns
1.  In what specific situations or with which people do you find yourself most reactive?

2.  What physical sensations do you experience when becoming reactive (tension, breathing
changes, etc.)?

3.  What automatic thoughts typically precede your reactive communications?

4.  How did substances previously help you manage reactive tendencies?

Communication in Recovery
5.  How have your communication patterns changed since achieving sobriety?

6.  What impact does your communication style have on your recovery journey?



The Recovery Files  ·  Experience, Strength & Hope The Pause Between Breaths: Learning to WAIT in Recovery

© The Recovery Files Page 9

7.  How does your current communication affect your relationships with family, friends, and
colleagues?

8.  What emotions typically drive your reactive responses (fear, shame, insecurity, etc.)?

The WAIT Practice
9.  What challenges do you face in implementing "What Am I Thinking?" before responding?

10.  What are your common answers to "Why Am I Talking?" in difficult conversations?

11.  How could creating more pauses in your communication benefit your recovery?

12.  What specific language could help you disengage temporarily from heated interactions?

Physical Dimensions
13.  What breathing practices help you interrupt the physiological aspects of reactivity?
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14.  How does physical self-care (sleep, nutrition, exercise) affect your communication patterns?

15.  What bodily cues could serve as early warning signs of impending reactivity?

16.  What grounding techniques help you return to presence during triggering conversations?

Growth Opportunities
17.  What specific communication skills would you most like to develop further?

18.  What accountability systems could support your practice of more mindful communication?

19.  How might improved communication reduce potential relapse triggers?

20.  What daily practices could help you strengthen the pause between stimulus and response?

Your scores, and what they mean, are in the app.


