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High Risk Situations in Recovery
Relapse Prevention
Step-Working Guide · The Recovery Files

In this workbook
1. High Risk Situations in Recovery — key ideas, reading, worksheet
Each topic's scored self-assessment and mind map are in the app.
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TOPIC

High Risk Situations in Recovery
KEY IDEAS

Understanding High Risk Situations
High risk situations are those dangerous moments when substance use begins to appear
reasonable, logical, or inevitable despite previously established recovery commitments.

The Deceptive Nature
These situations represent not simply external triggers but complex internal processes where
addictive thinking actively prepares the groundwork for relapse while simultaneously dismantling
protective barriers.

What begins as seemingly logical reasoning gradually evolves into a self-reinforcing cycle of
isolation, exposure to triggers, and disconnection from recovery supports.
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The 12 Dimensions of High Risk
High risk situations manifest across twelve interconnected dimensions:
Relief-Seeking Rationalization

Substances as solution

Comparative Reasoning

Using seems better

Control Illusion

Believing in moderation

Secrecy Justification

Hidden use doesn't count

Recovery Restart Fantasy

Can get sober again

Support Network Disconnection

Withdrawing from help

High-Risk Association

Seeking using contacts

Environmental Testing

Exposing to triggers

Help Rejection

No one can help

Surrender to Inevitability

Relapse is certain

Last Threshold Awareness

Imminent risk

Recovery Abandonment

Discarding recovery
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Relief-Seeking Rationalization
Relief-seeking rationalization involves the belief that substances would provide relief from
emotional pain, solve current problems, or improve one's situation.

Common Manifestations
• Thinking substances would provide relief from emotional pain
• Believing using would solve current problems
• Seeing substances as medicine for psychological suffering
• Romanticizing immediate effects while minimizing consequences
• Experiencing emotional states as unbearable without chemical relief

Recovery Responses
• Utilize healthy coping skills to address emotional pain
• Recognize emotional pain as temporary and manageable
• Seek appropriate help for managing intense emotional states
• Maintain perspective that substances ultimately worsen pain
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Control Illusion & Secrecy Justification
Control Illusion
Convincing oneself that controlled use is possible:
• Convincing yourself you could use without losing control
• Believing recovery knowledge enables moderate use
• Creating detailed scenarios about controlled use
• Selectively remembering controlled use, forgetting loss of control

Secrecy Justification
Believing hidden use "doesn't count":
• Believing undisclosed use "doesn't really count"
• Planning to hide evidence of substance use
• Thinking secret use would have fewer consequences
• Believing recovery appearances could be maintained
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Network Disconnection & High-Risk Association
Support Network Disconnection
Withdrawing from recovery-supportive relationships:
• Withdrawing from recovery-supportive relationships
• Hiding true thoughts and feelings from supports
• Becoming unreachable to people who know recovery well
• Creating excuses to avoid recovery meetings

High-Risk Association
Seeking influences that facilitate relapse:
• Spending time with people who actively use
• Seeking relationships with enablers
• Maintaining connections with former using network
• Distancing from recovery-committed people
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Environmental Testing & Help Rejection
Environmental Testing
Creating opportunities for relapse through exposure:
• Deliberately placing yourself where substances are present
• Testing ability to resist by exposure to triggers
• Visiting locations associated with past use
• Removing environmental safeguards

Help Rejection
Eliminating sources of intervention:
• Believing no one could help with current struggle
• Deciding not to reach out before potential relapse
• Rejecting the idea that support could help
• Believing mind is already made up about using

Surrender, Last Threshold & Abandonment
Surrender to Inevitability
• Feeling relapse is inevitable regardless of actions
• Experiencing powerlessness to prevent using
• Viewing situation through lens of predetermined failure

Last Threshold Awareness
• Recognizing imminent risk of relapse
• Experiencing dangerous calm about impending use
• Making specific plans for how and when to use

Recovery Abandonment
• Believing recovery principles no longer apply
• Rejecting previously accepted recovery aspects
• Discarding identification as person in recovery
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The 12 Recovery Responses
For each vulnerability, there's a corresponding recovery response:
Relief-Seeking→Pain Management Alternatives

Comparative Reasoning→Reality-Based Comparison

Control Illusion→Control Reality Acceptance

Secrecy Justification→Honesty Commitment

Restart Fantasy→Recovery Restart Reality

Network Disconnection→Support Network Activation

High-Risk Association→Protective Association

Environmental Testing→Environmental Protection

Help Rejection→Help Receptivity

Surrender to Inevitability→Choice Empowerment

Last Threshold→Crisis Response Protocol

Recovery Abandonment→Recovery Recommitment

Building Relapse Prevention Resilience
The path forward isn't about eliminating challenging thoughts—it's about developing awareness
to recognize high risk thinking and tools to implement effective responses.

Key Prevention Practices
• Regular Risk Assessment: Weekly examination of thoughts and behaviors
• Staged Response Protocol: Tiered responses for different risk levels
• Personalized Trigger Management: Strategies for your unique triggers
• Emergency Response Planning: Concrete plans for imminent risk
• Accountability Structure: Multiple layers of support and oversight
"Between the emergence of high risk thinking and your response lies a space of choice that grows
larger with each day of recovery practice."
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CORE READING
Dancing with Danger: How I Orchestrated My Own Relapse

Creating the Conditions for Return to Use
The descent toward relapse began when my emotional pain reached an unbearable threshold. "It
can't get any worse than feeling this way," became my internal mantra, a thought that appeared
rational but actually represented addiction's masterful distortion of reality.

I convinced myself that the emotional suffering I was experiencing constituted a unique
emergency that justified extraordinary measures. This dangerous rationalization—that relapse
was inevitable and perhaps even necessary—represented the first significant step toward return
to use.

The allure of chemical relief grew more compelling as I fixated on memories of how substances
had once seemingly solved my problems. I began romanticizing my relationship with alcohol and
drugs, selectively remembering the temporary escape while conveniently forgetting the
devastating consequences that inevitably followed.

The Illusion of Control
The most sophisticated deception my addiction created was the belief that I could use again in a
controlled manner. "I've learned so much in recovery," I reasoned. Despite constructing this
elaborate justification, a quiet voice of truth persisted—I knew with absolute certainty that
controlled use was impossible for me.

To further weaken my recovery commitment, I created artificial distinctions between public and
private behavior, convincing myself that a relapse only "counted" if others knew about it. This
compartmentalization represented a profound misunderstanding of how recovery works.

As these distorted thoughts intensified, I systematically disconnected from my recovery network,
eliminating the people who might have challenged these dangerous rationalizations. This
deliberate isolation represented addiction's classic strategy of isolating the prey from the
protection of the herd.

As relapse grew closer, I began engaging in increasingly risky behaviors that practically
guaranteed eventual use. I would drive past old using locations "just to see what's changed." I
would sit in bars ordering non-alcoholic drinks, testing my resilience while surrounded by triggers.

No Lifelines Remaining
By the time actual substance use occurred, I had created a situation where I had no lifelines
remaining and, more disturbingly, no desire to reach for them even if they existed. My mind was
made up, the decision already finalized in some fundamental way that made external input seem
irrelevant.

Returning to treatment has meant confronting these patterns with painful clarity. I now
understand that high-risk situations aren't just external circumstances I encounter but conditions
I actively create through progressively distorted thinking and deliberate choices. By sharing these
patterns with others in treatment, I not only maintain accountability but potentially help others
recognize similar progressions before they culminate in relapse.
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WORKSHEET

High Risk Situations Worksheet
Personal Mapping & Relapse Prevention Planning

MAPPING

Creating Your Personalized High Risk Map
For each area, reflect on where you've been and where you're heading.

Relief-Seeking→Alternatives-Healthy
Where I was: 'I thought substances would provide relief from emotional pain rather than utilizing
healthy coping skills'

Where I am now:

Where I'm heading:

Control-Illusory→Acceptance-Reality
Where I was: 'I convinced myself I could use without losing control rather than acknowledging
proven inability to control'

Where I am now:

Where I'm heading:

Secrecy-Justified→Honesty-Committed
Where I was: 'I believed hidden use didn't count rather than maintaining rigorous honesty'

Where I am now:
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Where I'm heading:

Network-Disconnected→Support-Activated
Where I was: 'I withdrew from recovery relationships rather than deliberately increasing contact
during vulnerability'

Where I am now:

Where I'm heading:

Environment-Testing→Protection-Environmental
Where I was: 'I deliberately placed myself where substances were present rather than avoiding
exposure'

Where I am now:

Where I'm heading:

Inevitability-Surrendered→Choice-Empowered
Where I was: 'I felt relapse was inevitable rather than recognizing relapse as choice'
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Where I am now:

Where I'm heading:

PATTERNS

Your Personal High Risk Patterns
List specific examples for each category that affect you personally.

Relief-Seeking Rationalization
Example: I believe alcohol would help me sleep during periods of insomnia

Comparative Reasoning
Example: I tell myself using 'just once' would be better than continuing to feel depressed

Control Illusion
Example: I fantasize about being able to drink only on special occasions

Secrecy Justification
Example: I think about how I could hide evidence of drinking from my partner
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Recovery Restart Fantasy
Example: I tell myself I could easily get sober again after 'just one weekend' of using

Support Network Disconnection
Example: I stop returning my sponsor's calls when thinking about using

High-Risk Association
Example: I reconnect with former drinking buddies 'just to catch up'

Environmental Testing
Example: I deliberately walk through the liquor section at the grocery store

Help Rejection
Example: I decide in advance I won't call anyone if urges become overwhelming

Surrender to Inevitability
Example: I start to believe relapse is just a matter of time for me
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Last Threshold Awareness
Example: I find myself checking store hours of nearby liquor stores

Recovery Abandonment
Example: I start to believe AA/NA principles don't apply to my unique situation

ACTION

Action Planning for Risk Management
Select 2-3 specific risk patterns to address.

Risk Pattern 1
Pattern to Address:

30-Day Goal:

Action Steps This Week:

Accountability Measures:
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Risk Pattern 2
Pattern to Address:

30-Day Goal:

Action Steps This Week:

Accountability Measures:

Risk Pattern 3
Pattern to Address:

30-Day Goal:

Action Steps This Week:



The Recovery Files  ·  Step-Working Guide High Risk Situations in Recovery

© The Recovery Files Page 16

Accountability Measures:

EMERGENCY

Emergency Response Protocol
Develop your concrete plan for when relapse feels imminent.

Early Warning Signs
What are your personal early warning signs that risk is escalating?

Immediate Steps
What are 3-5 specific actions you will take when you notice warning signs?

Emergency Contacts
Who are 3-5 people you will call, in order, during a crisis? Include names and numbers.

Safe Locations
Where can you go that is safe and substance-free during a crisis?
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Last Threshold Protocol
What specific steps will you take if you're at the final moment before using?

Remember: Managing high risk situations isn't about eliminating all challenging thoughts—it's
about developing sophisticated awareness and effective response strategies that recognize high
risk patterns as deceptive internal processes requiring comprehensive intervention.

www.TheRecoveryFiles.com

Embrace, Empower & Evolve


