
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RELAPSE HAPPENS.  
So you slipped up, or worse.  Relax your shoulders, vow to quit again, and complete the following. 

1. Describe 
what 
happened 
before you 
relapsed: 
what went 
wrong?  

 

 

2. What did you 
do to try to 
avoid 
relapse? 

 

3. What in your 
environment 
made relapse 
more likely? 

 

4. What 
thoughts, 
feelings, and 
actions made 
relapse more 
likely?  

 

 

 

 

Do more of this! 

5. How can you deal with external triggers 
differently in the future? 

6. How can you deal with internal triggers 
differently in the future? 

 

 

Finally, on the back of this sheet, describe 
the changes you’re willing to make. Start 

with the statement, “This is what I’m going 
to do to approach recovery differently…” 

 

 



 
 

RELAPSE HAPPENS:  
INFORMATION FOR PROVIDERS 
 

PURPOSE OF THIS WORKSHEET 
 

• To remember that relapse isn’t the end of the world 
• To give the client credit for what they did right 
• To improve how triggers are handled 

RELAPSE 

This handout is a simplified chain analysis – or, rather, an autopsy of relapse. It dissects the cascade 
that lead to relapse and uses that information to help do things differently in the future. Ask your 
client to complete all boxes in writing. Use a separate sheet of paper if necessary. 

Box 1. First, describe the event in detail. Ask your client, “How were things going before it all started? 
What was the first challenge? What happened next? And next? What finally pushed you over the edge?”   

Box 2. Once the story is written, ask them what they did right. Relapse is rarely a single event. It’s a 
series of occurrences, usually a struggle to make the right decision, and it’s important to applaud all 
efforts at avoiding relapse, no matter what the outcome. 

Box 3. The third box takes on environmental or external triggers. The client should review their story and 
identify people, places, and things that put their recovery at risk.   

Box 4. The fourth is about internal triggers, like thoughts, feelings, and actions, as well as mental and 
physical sensations, memories, flashbacks, sickness, and cravings. 

Box 5. The boxes on the left identify what happened.  The boxes on the right are about change.  
Encourage your client to come up with one intervention for each external trigger. Early in recovery, the 
best intervention is AVOIDANCE, but that isn’t always possible. Answers will vary but might include 
12-step meetings, reaching out for help, preparing ahead of time, distraction, changing the way a trigger is 
approached, saying NO repeatedly, etc. 

Box 6. Again, your client should come up with an intervention of each internal trigger; these triggers are 
hard to avoid.  Possible interventions include self-soothing skills, coping skills, thought-stopping, making 
a different decision, choosing to act differently, exercise, prayer, etc. 

FINAL 
 
Remind the client that relapse is existence’s way of letting them know their recovery plan needs 
tweaking. The trick is to try something different. It’s important to emphasize this is about “what you 
learned from the experience” rather than “what you did wrong.” Encourage them to list one or two 
changes at a time, realistic ideas they can start today. What can they do now to make these changes? 



 
 

About the Author 

 

When not writing, Kim Rosenthal MD practices life as a psychiatrist. Over the past 20 years, she 
has helped tens of thousands of people deal with and get past mental illness and embrace a 
positive future. Dr. Kim attended medical school in Texas. She’s board-certified by the 
American Board of Psychiatry and Neurology and has medical licenses in Hawaii, Maine, and 
North Carolina. Her journey as a travelling doc has led her from countryside to big cities to 
places where no one speaks English. She’s worked at detox units, rehabs, hospitals, forensic 
settings, day programs, clinics, and caring for veterans. These days she is an attending 
psychiatrist in a state hospital in North Carolina. 

The author believes that a mental health provider’s role is to support others through life’s darker 
moments. Psychiatry is, after all, the art of alleviating suffering. But it is in knowing that each 
person is unique, that our minds can’t simply be stuffed into the diagnostic boxes we find in our 
textbooks, that the real work begins: a good clinician takes off their jacket, sits down, listens to 
what the client has to say, and seeks to hear of their passions and strengths as much as their 
struggles. We seek joy amidst the shadows.  

Dr. Kim is currently working on a publication for recovering addicts. It’s called the Outside-the-
Box Recovery Workbook and accompanies the reader on a journey through a world of sobriety. 
It’s hard work. It’s also creative and entertaining and splashed over with artwork. Worksheets 
range from “Why Quit” and “Dealing with Guilt” to alter egos, art therapy, puzzles, strange 
scenarios, and writing movies. It’s scheduled for publication August 2021. 

If you want to read more by Dr. Kim, check out kimrosenthalmd.com. The site includes 110+ 
mental health posts, a dozen free and low-price mini-books, plus information on the Outside-the-
Box Recovery Workbook.  

https://kimrosenthalmd.com/


 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

That’s all, 
folks! 

See you next time, next booklet… 

   

 

14 Meeting in  
14 Days 

Introduction to 
Drug Treatment 

Booklet for 
(Maybe) Quitting 

Urge Management 

MORE FREE & LOW COST BOOKLETS BY DR. KIM
 kimrosenthalmd.com/store 

 

Step One 
(Free for subscribing) 

https://kimrosenthalmd.com/downloads/a-booklet-for-people-who-maybe-want-to-quit/
https://kimrosenthalmd.com/downloads/12-step-corner/
https://kimrosenthalmd.com/downloads/an-unusual-intro-to-quitting-drugs/
https://kimrosenthalmd.com/downloads/indoor-skydiving-and-other-coping-skills-surviving-cravings-and-life/
https://kimrosenthalmd.com/downloads/step-one/
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