The Recovery Files - Step-Working Guide Urges to Use in Recovery

Urges to Use in Recovery
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In this workbook

1. Urges to Use in Recovery — key ideas, reading, worksheet
Each topic's scored self-assessment and mind map are in the app.

© The Recovery Files Page 1



The Recovery Files - Step-Working Guide Urges to Use in Recovery

TOPIC
Urges to Use in Recovery

KEY IDEAS

© The Recovery Files Page 2



Urges to Use in Recovery

The Recovery Files - Step-Working Guide

Understanding Urges to Use

Urges to use are not simply physical cravings—they are complex psychological experiences that
combine emotional states, addictive belief systems, memory, and neurobiological responses that
can powerfully influence decision-making.

The complexity of urges lies in their multidimensional nature:

« Deprivation anxiety — the distressing belief that sobriety means permanent loss of pleasure,
connection, or coping ability

» Boredom with recovery — the perception that sober life lacks excitement, meaning, or
satisfaction

« Pleasure memories — intense cravings triggered by memories that selectively recall pleasure
while minimizing consequences

These experiences, while uncomfortable, represent normal aspects of the recovery journey rather

than failures of recovery commitment.
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The Seven Dimensions of Urges

Understanding urges requires recognizing their multiple dimensions:

1. Deprivation Anxiety

Feeling you're missing out on pleasure due to sobriety

2. Boredom with Sobriety

Experiencing recovery as mundane or lacking excitement

3. Pleasure Memories

Intrusive positive memories that romanticize past use

4. Emotional Triggers

Urges connected to specific emotional states

5. Environmental Triggers

External situations and settings that activate urges

6. Physical Triggers

Bodily sensations that activate urges through association

7. Urge Progression

Untreated urges intensifying and expanding over time

Deprivation Anxiety

Deprivation anxiety involves the distressing belief that sobriety means permanent loss of
pleasure, connection, or coping ability. This dimension reflects how addiction creates a
fundamental distortion where substances are perceived as sources of fulfillment rather than
agents of destruction.

Common Manifestations:

Feeling of missing out on enjoyment or pleasure due to sobriety
Belief that substances are necessary for a full or satisfying life
Anxiety when thinking about permanent abstinence

Sense of loss when observing others using substances
Perception of sobriety as punishment rather than liberation

Reframing Response:

Challenge beliefs that sobriety means missing out. Recognize what substances truly took from
you. Identify authentic sources of pleasure, connection, and meaning in sobriety. View abstinence
as freedom rather than deprivation.
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Boredom with Sobriety

Boredom with sobriety involves experiencing recovery as mundane, lacking excitement, or devoid
of meaningful engagement. This reflects how addiction rewires reward systems to respond
intensely to substances while diminishing capacity to appreciate natural rewards.

This Experience Manifests As:

« Experiencing recovery as routine or lacking excitement

« Comparing the perceived excitement of using days to recovery

e Thinking that nothing interesting happens in sobriety

« Believing substances are necessary for enjoyment, creativity, or fun
« Struggling to find meaningful engagement in sober activities

Engaging Response:

Actively seek meaningful sober activities. Develop new interests that weren't possible during
active addiction. Build connections with people who find joy in sobriety. Create adventure and
novelty within your recovery lifestyle.

Pleasure Memories and Associations

Pleasure memories involve experiencing intrusive, selective recollections of past substance use
that emphasize pleasurable aspects while minimizing or omitting negative consequences.

This Pattern Often Includes:

e Intrusive positive memories of substance use

» Selective remembering of pleasurable aspects while minimizing negatives

« Romanticizing using experiences in thoughts

e Strong physical responses when recalling past use (excitement, anticipation)
e Mentally rehearsing scenarios of using again "successfully"

Memory Correction Response:

Deliberately recall negative consequences. Challenge romanticized memories with complete
recollections. Recognize selective memory as an addiction thinking pattern. Share distorted
memories with others who can provide reality-based perspective.
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Emotional and Environmental Triggers

Emotional Triggers

The connection between specific emotional states and urges to use:
« Anxiety or stress triggering thoughts of using

« Sadness or depression leading to substance cravings

« Anger or frustration creating urges to escape

« Positive emotions triggering desires to "enhance" experiences

Environmental & Social Triggers

External situations that activate urges through conditioning:
« Specific locations or settings triggering urges

» Presence of others who are using

» Sight of substances or paraphernalia

e Certain times, days, or occasions

« Media depictions of substance use
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Physical Triggers and Urge Progression

Physical & Sensory Triggers

« Specific physical sensations reminiscent of substance effects
e Particular tastes, smells, or sounds triggering urges

« Physical discomfort or pain creating desires to self-medicate
« Fatigue or exhaustion increasing vulnerability

« Hunger or other physical needs intensifying urges

Urge Progression Pattern

Untreated urges tend to intensify and expand over time:

« Urges begin subtly but intensify if not addressed

e Occasional urges become more frequent over time

e Unaddressed urges lead to more elaborate fantasies

e Intensity correlates with decreasing recovery activities

« Connection between isolation and increasing urge strength

Building Urge Resilience

The path forward isn't about eliminating all urges—it's about developing the awareness to
recognize them, the tools to respond effectively, and the perspective to see each urge as an
opportunity to strengthen recovery.

Key Resilience Strategies:

Deprivation Reframing

Challenge beliefs about missing out; recognize authentic pleasure sources

Engaging Sober Living

Actively seek meaningful activities and connections

Memory Correction

Recall complete consequences; challenge romanticized memories

Emotional Management

Develop specific strategies for each challenging emotion

Environmental Planning

Prepare strategically; have clear boundaries

Physical Self-Care

Address needs promptly; maintain wellness practices

The Space Between Urge and Response
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"Between the urge and the response lies a space of choice that grows larger with each day of
recovery practice."

In that space—that pause between impulse and action—lies the freedom that makes recovery not
just about abstaining from substances but about building a life where substances are no longer
the default response to the full range of human experience.

Through Ongoing Practice:

» Many urges will diminish in intensity through repeated exposure without reinforcement

« Neural pathways will weaken from disuse while recovery-supportive pathways strengthen

« Situations that once automatically triggered urges can gradually lead to recovery responses

instead
e Your relationship with urges themselves can transform from threat to opportunity

Each urge marks another opportunity to choose, consciously and deliberately, the life of freedom
and authenticity that addiction once made seem impossible.
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CORE READING
Echoes of Desire: Navigating the Landscape of Urges After Relapse

Understanding the Multiple Dimensions of Cravings

The eighteen months of sobriety | had achieved before my relapse now seem like both an
accomplishment and a painful reminder of what | lost. Looking back, | can trace how various urge
patterns gradually eroded my recovery foundation until using again felt almost inevitable rather
than a conscious choice.

It began with a persistent, gnawing sense of deprivation—a belief that my sobriety meant
permanently sacrificing pleasure, connection, and effective coping. Despite the stability | had
built, I increasingly felt like | was missing out on enjoyment due to my abstinence.

As this sense of deprivation intensified, | began experiencing my recovery as increasingly
mundane and lacking excitement. What had initially felt like a challenging journey of
self-discovery gradually transformed into routine—the meetings, the step work, the daily
practices that had once seemed revelatory now felt mechanical and uninspiring.

The Selective Memory

Perhaps most dangerous were the selective memories of past substance use that began surfacing
with increasing frequency and intensity. These weren't balanced recollections but highly edited
highlight reels that emphasized pleasurable aspects while conveniently minimizing negative
consequences.

Specific emotional states became reliable triggers for intense urges to use. Anxiety or stress,
which had previously been managed through recovery tools and support, increasingly felt like
unmanageable states that demanded chemical relief. Even positive emotional states became
triggers—moments of celebration or joy created desires to "enhance" these experiences through
substances.

Environmental and social cues became increasingly powerful triggers as my recovery vigilance
diminished. Specific locations, the presence of others who were using, certain times or
occasions—all created predictable urges that intensified as my recovery practices weakened.

Physical sensations and sensory experiences became similarly potent triggers through their
associations with substance effects or use rituals. | would experience bodily sensations
reminiscent of substance effects that would trigger memories and urges without any external
stimulus.

What | failed to recognize until too late was the progressive nature of these untreated urges—how
they intensified and expanded over time when not effectively addressed. Initial urges were subtle
and easily dismissed, but as | allowed them to persist without intervention, they gained strength
and frequency.

The Inevitable Result

The actual relapse, when it finally occurred, felt less like a sudden failure and more like the
inevitable conclusion to a gradual surrender—the final step in a journey that had begun months
earlier with those first unaddressed urges.
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Now back in treatment, I'm approaching recovery with both humility and hard-earned wisdom
about the nature of urges and their management. I've developed a structured protocol for
responding when urges emerge—a step-by-step approach that includes recognition, reaching out
for support, "urge surfing" without acting, and learning from each experience. While | can't erase
the pain of my relapse, | can use this experience to build a more resilient recovery.
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WORKSHEET

Urges to Use Worksheet
Building Resilience and Effective Response

REFLECTION

Understanding Your Urge Profile

1. What category of urges (deprivation anxiety, boredom with sobriety, etc.) affects you most
powerfully, and why do you think that is?

2. What specific urges have you noticed that don't seem to fit neatly into any category or that
surprise you with their intensity?

3. How have your urge patterns evolved or changed throughout your recovery journey?

4. What urge experiences have blindsided you most dramatically, and what did you learn from
them?

5. Are there patterns to when your urges intensify or diminish? What factors seem most
influential?

The Neurobiology of Your Urges

1. How does understanding urges as neurobiological events rather than moral failings affect your
relationship with them?
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2. In what ways might your specific addiction history have shaped your particular urge profile?

3. How do your urges interact with each other? For example, does deprivation anxiety intensify
pleasure memories?

4. What early warning signs in your body might indicate you're experiencing an urge before
conscious craving emerges?

5. How might your unique neurochemistry or co-occurring conditions affect your urge
vulnerability?

Developing Your Management Strategies

1. What specific strategies have proven most effective for your most challenging urge category?

2. What role does preparation and planning play in your urge management approach?
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3. How do you balance necessary trigger avoidance with building resilience through controlled
exposure?

4. What recovery support resources do you mobilize when experiencing intense urges?

5. How might you strengthen your response to the urge category you identified as most
challenging?

Building Urge Resilience

1. How has your relationship with urges changed throughout your recovery journey?

2. What practices help you expand the space between urge and response—that crucial pause
where choice becomes possible?

3. How do you balance vigilance against urges with living a full, engaged life?

4. What would it look like to view urges as opportunities for growth rather than just threats to
stability?
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5. How might sharing your urge experiences benefit both your own recovery and potentially help
others?

MAPPING

Create a personalized urge map by listing specific examples that affect you in each category:

Deprivation Anxiety

Example: | feel I'm missing authentic connection when seeing friends drink socially

Boredom with Sobriety

Example: Friday evenings feel empty and purposeless without drinking rituals

Pleasure Memories

Example: | selectively recall the initial euphoria of use but not the following shame

Emotional Triggers

Example: Work criticism triggers urges through feelings of inadequacy

Environmental Triggers
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Example: Passing specific bars on my commute activates strong cravings

Physical Triggers

Example: The specific tension headaches | get remind me of withdrawal and trigger urges

Urge Progression

Example: Unaddressed urges typically intensify for 3-4 days before peaking

ACTION

Urge Management Action Plan
Specific Urge to Address:

Category and Pattern:

Goal for Managing This Urge:

Action Steps:
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Accountability Measures:

Potential Challenges and Responses:
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