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The ESCAPE Cycle
Break the escape-use-regret cycle
Printable worksheet · 5 parts

Name ______________________________ Date ______________

Breaking the ESCAPE Cycle
Understanding and Interrupting Patterns of Avoidance in Recovery

ESCAPE

Overall Progress0% Complete

If You Need Support Right Now
If you\'re struggling with urges to use or feeling overwhelmed, reach out for help:

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline

Call or text: 988

SAMHSA National Helpline

1-800-662-4357 (24/7, free, confidential)

ESCAPE Acronym Worksheet by Sheamus Moran

www.TheRecoveryFiles.com

Embrace, Empower & Evolve
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PART 1 OF 5

Introduction
Understanding the Escape Pattern
In recovery, one of the most dangerous patterns isn\'t the dramatic relapse—it\'s the quiet,
gradual slide into escape behaviors that eventually lead there. The ESCAPE acronym helps us
recognize and interrupt this cycle before it reaches its inevitable conclusion.

Escape isn\'t just about substances. It\'s about any pattern of avoiding reality, running from
discomfort, and using quick fixes instead of genuine solutions. When we understand the escape
cycle, we can recognize it early and make different choices.

"We can\'t run away from our problems. We can only run toward them or away from ourselves.
And when we run from ourselves long enough, we end up right back where we started—only with
more wreckage behind us."

This worksheet will guide you through each stage of the ESCAPE cycle, helping you identify your
personal patterns, understand what you\'re really running from, and develop healthier responses
to life\'s challenges.

The ESCAPE Acronym
EEvade and Deny Obstacles and Problems

SStress Builds When You Ignore Problems

CCompulsive Fixes That Do Not Work

AAvoid Supports and Sponsor

PProblems Increase From This Behavior

EEmotional Unmanageability and Denial Returns

The Escape Cycle
E: Evade and

S: Stress Builds

C: Compulsive Fixes

A: Avoid Supports

P: Problems Increase

E: Emotional Unmanageability

Cycle repeats, often leading to relapse

○ Begin the Worksheet

If You Need Support Right Now
If you\'re struggling with urges to use or feeling overwhelmed, reach out for help:
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988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline

Call or text: 988

SAMHSA National Helpline

1-800-662-4357 (24/7, free, confidential)

ESCAPE Acronym Worksheet by Sheamus Moran

www.TheRecoveryFiles.com

Embrace, Empower & Evolve
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PART 2 OF 5

What We Escape
What Are We Really Escaping From?
Before we can break the escape cycle, we need to understand what we\'re running from. Escape
behaviors are always running FROM something—usually something uncomfortable that we don\'t
want to face. Understanding what you\'re escaping is the first step toward facing it differently.

Painful Emotions
☐ Grief and loss

☐ Shame and guilt

☐ Fear and anxiety

☐ Anger and resentment

☐ Loneliness and isolation

☐ Depression and hopelessness

☐ Inadequacy and self-doubt

☐ Rejection and abandonment

Uncomfortable Realities
☐ Financial problems

☐ Relationship difficulties

☐ Health consequences

☐ Legal issues

☐ Career problems

☐ Family dysfunction

☐ Past trauma

☐ Current responsibilities

Internal Experiences
☐ Racing or intrusive thoughts

☐ Memories of past failures

☐ Self-critical inner voice

☐ Uncertainty about the future

☐ Boredom and emptiness

☐ Restlessness and agitation
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☐ Overwhelming decisions

☐ Identity confusion

External Pressures
☐ Others' expectations

☐ Work demands

☐ Social obligations

☐ Family responsibilities

☐ Conflict with others

☐ Performance pressure

☐ Time constraints

☐ Environmental stressors

My Personal Escape Triggers
What painful emotions am I most likely to escape from?

Describe the emotions you find hardest to sit with...

What uncomfortable realities or situations trigger my escape behaviors?

Describe the situations that make you want to run...

What thoughts or internal experiences do I try to escape?

Describe the thoughts or inner experiences you avoid...

If You Need Support Right Now
If you\'re struggling with urges to use or feeling overwhelmed, reach out for help:

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline

Call or text: 988

SAMHSA National Helpline
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1-800-662-4357 (24/7, free, confidential)

ESCAPE Acronym Worksheet by Sheamus Moran

www.TheRecoveryFiles.com

Embrace, Empower & Evolve
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PART 3 OF 5

Why We Escape
Why Do We Escape?
Understanding WHY we escape helps us develop compassion for ourselves while also identifying
where we need to grow. Escape isn\'t moral failure—it\'s a coping strategy that made sense at
some point but no longer serves us. Here are common reasons people escape:

Temporary Relief
Escape provides immediate relief from discomfort, even though the relief is temporary and the
underlying issue remains.

☐ This applies to me

Lack of Coping Skills
Without healthy coping tools, escape feels like the only option when facing difficult situations or
emotions.

☐ This applies to me

Fear of Failure
Facing problems means risking failure; escape allows us to avoid that risk (and the growth that
comes with it).

☐ This applies to me

Overwhelm
When problems pile up, escape can seem like the only way to get breathing room—even though it
makes things worse.

☐ This applies to me

Habit and Conditioning
Years of using escape as a primary coping strategy have created automatic patterns that feel
impossible to break.

☐ This applies to me

Shame Avoidance
Facing problems often means confronting shame; escape allows us to avoid those painful
feelings.

☐ This applies to me

Understanding My Escape Patterns
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Which reasons for escape resonate most strongly with you? Why?

When in your life did escape become your primary coping strategy?

Consider when this pattern started and what was happening...

What would you need to believe, feel, or know in order to face things instead of escaping?

What would help you turn toward difficulty instead of away...

Key Insight
Escape is not weakness—it\'s a strategy. At some point, it was the best strategy you had. But now
you\'re developing new tools, new support, and new capacity. You can learn to face what you
once had to flee.

○ Begin ESCAPE Assessment →

If You Need Support Right Now
If you\'re struggling with urges to use or feeling overwhelmed, reach out for help:

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline

Call or text: 988

SAMHSA National Helpline

1-800-662-4357 (24/7, free, confidential)

ESCAPE Acronym Worksheet by Sheamus Moran

www.TheRecoveryFiles.com

Embrace, Empower & Evolve
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The Escape Cycle
Understanding the Complete Escape Cycle
The ESCAPE cycle is self-reinforcing. Each stage leads naturally to the next, creating a downward
spiral that often ends in relapse. Understanding how the stages connect helps us interrupt the
cycle earlier.

E

Evade and Deny Obstacles and Problems
The first step in the escape cycle is evasion—the instinctive move away from anything
uncomfortable.

S

Stress Builds When You Ignore Problems
When we evade problems, they don't disappear—they accumulate.

C

Compulsive Fixes That Do Not Work
When stress builds to uncomfortable levels, we reach for fixes—quick solutions that provide
temporary relief but don't address the underlying problems.

A

Avoid Supports and Sponsor
As the escape cycle progresses, we begin to avoid the very people who could help us.

P

Problems Increase From This Behavior
The tragic irony of escape is that it creates more of what we're trying to escape from.

E

Emotional Unmanageability and Denial Returns
The escape cycle completes itself when we return to the emotional unmanageability that
characterizes active addiction.

High Relapse Risk
When emotional unmanageability returns, substances become the ultimate "escape." The cycle
completes itself, often with devastating consequences.

If unchecked, the cycle repeats at an accelerated pace

Interruption Points: Where Can You Break the Cycle?
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The earlier you interrupt the cycle, the easier it is to stop. Each stage offers opportunities for
intervention:

E:Recognize you\'re evading → Name the problem out loud

S:Notice stress building → Address one small issue today

C:Catch yourself reaching for fixes → Pause and choose differently

A:Realize you\'re isolating → Reach out to one person NOW

P:See problems increasing → Ask for help immediately

E:Feel emotions becoming unmanageable → Emergency support—this is crisis territory

My Personal Escape Cycle
Describe a recent time you went through the escape cycle. What triggered it, and how did each
stage unfold?

Walk through a specific example of your escape cycle...

At what point in the cycle could you have most easily interrupted it? What would that have looked
like?

Identify your best intervention point...

What will you do differently next time you notice the cycle starting?

Create your interruption plan...

○ Summary & Action Plan →

If You Need Support Right Now
If you\'re struggling with urges to use or feeling overwhelmed, reach out for help:

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline

Call or text: 988

SAMHSA National Helpline

1-800-662-4357 (24/7, free, confidential)
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PART 5 OF 5

Summary & Plan
Your ESCAPE Assessment Summary
Total Escape Pattern Score:0 / 240

This escape pattern appears less active. Maintain awareness as recovery progresses.

Scores by Stage
E - Evade and Deny0/40

Minimal Pattern

S - Stress Builds When0/40

Minimal Pattern

C - Compulsive Fixes That0/40

Minimal Pattern

A - Avoid Supports and0/40

Minimal Pattern

P - Problems Increase From0/40

Minimal Pattern

E - Emotional Unmanageability and0/40

Minimal Pattern

Key Insights from My Assessment
Which stages of the ESCAPE cycle are strongest for you?

Identify your most active escape patterns...

What did you learn about yourself through this worksheet?

Describe your key insights...
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What are you most motivated to change after completing this worksheet?

Name what you want to change...

My ESCAPE Prevention Plan
Early Warning Signs: What signals tell me the escape cycle is starting?

List your personal warning signs...

Immediate Interventions: What will I do when I notice the cycle starting?

List 2-3 specific actions you'll take...

Support Contacts: Who will I reach out to when I\'m struggling?

Name specific people and how you'll contact them...

Healthy Alternatives: What will I do INSTEAD of escaping?

List healthy coping strategies you'll use...

Daily Practices: What will I do daily to prevent the cycle from starting?

Describe your daily prevention practices...

My Commitment to Facing Rather Than Escaping
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Based on everything you\'ve learned in this worksheet, write your personal commitment to
breaking the escape cycle:

I commit to facing my challenges instead of escaping by...

Signature (Type Your Name)

Your name

Date

The Transformation
Evade • Stress Builds

Compulsive Fixes • Avoid Support

Problems Increase

Emotional Unmanageability

→

ENGAGE

Embrace Reality • Stress Release

Conscious Solutions • Accept Support

Problems Decrease

Emotional Stability

Remember
"You can\'t outrun yourself. But you can learn to stand still, face what frightens you, and discover
that you\'re stronger than you knew. Recovery isn\'t about escape—it\'s about finally coming
home to yourself."

The escape cycle can be broken. Every time you choose to face something instead of flee, you
build the muscle of courage. Every time you reach out instead of isolate, you strengthen your
support network. Every time you sit with discomfort instead of seeking a fix, you prove that you
can handle more than you thought.


