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Goals

■ To understand the characteristics of substance use problems

■ To understand the benefits of using this workbook in conjunction

with supervised therapy or counseling

■ To learn the importance of keeping records and completing recovery

worksheets

Introduction and Overview

This recovery workbook provides you with practical information and skills

to help you understand and change your problem with alcohol, tobacco,

or other drugs such as marijuana, cocaine, pills, or heroin. It is designed to

be used in therapy or counseling and will help you focus on specific issues

involved in stopping substance use and in changing behaviors or aspects of

your lifestyle that keep your substance use problem active. The informa-

tion presented in this workbook is derived from research studies of sub-

stance abuse treatment and our many years of experience working with

clients who have alcohol, tobacco, and other drug problems. It discusses

the most effective and helpful recovery issues and change strategies from

studies of cognitive–behavioral treatment, coping skills training, -step

counseling, and relapse prevention. These studies focus on the importance

of changing beliefs, thinking, relationships, and behaviors and learning

“skills” to help you stay sober and change your life.

Your change plan should be tailored to your needs and problems. No single

recovery program is for everyone. The ideas in this workbook will help 

you work with a therapist or counselor to develop your personal plan for

recovery. 

In this workbook, we provide you with information about substance use

problems, the recovery process, the relapse process, types of professional
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treatments available, and self-help groups. When we talk about “substance

use problems,” we are referring to problems with alcohol, tobacco, or any

other type of drug. Although there are differences among the various sub-

stance use problems, there are also many similarities. Therefore, the recov-

ery strategies discussed throughout this workbook can be adapted to any

type of substance-related problem. The major goals of this workbook are

to help you reach maximum treatment benefit by motivating you to de-

velop and implement a personal change plan and to provide you with prac-

tical strategies or skills to cope with the most common problems and chal-

lenges encountered when substance use is stopped. 

This workbook includes the following topics:

■ Recognizing your substance use problem and the consequences

of it

■ Choosing the right treatment setting

■ Managing your cravings

■ Controlling thoughts of using alcohol or drugs

■ Dealing with upsetting emotions (anger, boredom, depression, etc.)

■ Refusing offers to use substances

■ Dealing with family and interpersonal conflicts

■ Building a recovery support system

■ Identifying and managing relapse warning signs and high-risk

factors 

■ Relapse management

■ Living a balanced life

■ Measuring your progress

■ Managing a co-existing psychiatric disorder

Definition and Prevalence of Substance Use Problems

A substance use problem exists when you experience any type of difficulty

related to using alcohol, tobacco, or other drugs, including illicit street drugs
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or prescribed drugs such as painkillers or tranquilizers. The difficulty can

be in any area of your life: medical or physical, psychological, family, inter-

personal, social, academic, occupational, legal, financial, or spiritual. 

Substance abuse and substance dependence are clinical diagnoses used when

your problematic use of substances meets specific criteria in the Diagnostic

and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorder, Fourth Edition, Text Revision

(DSM-IV-TR ).

Substance abuse is diagnosed when your pattern of use leads to significant

impairment or distress, evidenced by meeting one or more of the follow-

ing criteria within a -month period of time:

■ Your recurrent use of alcohol or other drugs leads to failure to

fulfill your major obligations at work, school, or home.

■ You drink or take drugs in situations in which it is physically

hazardous to do so.

■ Your use causes legal problems.

■ You continue to drink alcohol or take drugs even though they

are causing social or relationship problems in your life.

Substance dependence is diagnosed when you meet three or more of the fol-

lowing criteria:

■ Your tolerance to alcohol or drugs increases (takes you more to

get high or achieve the desired effect of using alcohol or other

substances).

■ Your tolerance to alcohol or drugs decreases (you are affected by

smaller quantities than in the past).

■ You suffer withdrawal symptoms when you cut down or stop

using alcohol or drugs.

■ You keep using substances to avoid withdrawal sickness.

■ You lose control over how much you use or for what length of

time you use.

■ You have difficulty cutting down or controlling your substance use.

■ You are preoccupied with using or getting substances.
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■ You experience social, work, or recreational problems as a result

of your use.

■ You continue to use despite negative effects of such use.

The main difference between abuse and dependence is that the latter in-

volves more symptoms and negative effects than abuse and often involves

physiological symptoms such as tolerance change or withdrawal symptoms.

Examples of each of the symptoms of abuse and dependence are provided

in the next chapter along with a checklist so that you can note which symp-

toms you are currently experiencing. 

Although many types of substances can be abused and can cause physical

or psychological dependence, the most commonly abused substances are

alcohol, tobacco, marijuana, and cocaine. Almost % of adults in our coun-

try will experience an alcohol abuse or dependency problem, and over %

will experience a drug abuse or dependency problem. The majority of

smokers in the United States are considered dependent. Many people have

problems with two or more substances. 

Causes of Substance Use Problems

There is no single cause of all alcohol or drug problems. These problems

are caused by a number of different biological, psychological, and social or

environmental factors that vary from one person to the next. 

Biological Causes

Alcohol problems run in families, so it is thought that some individuals

have a genetic predisposition to develop an alcohol problem. Keep in mind

that no one specific “alcohol” or “drug dependence” gene has yet been

identified. However, it is likely that there are differences in brain chemistry

and metabolism that increase the likelihood of developing an addiction to

alcohol or other substances. Scientists believe that these addictive sub-

stances work on the mesolimbic dopamine pathway or “reward” pathway

of the brain. This is the part of the brain that makes food, sex, and social

activities pleasurable. As addiction progresses, the brain is “hijacked” by

substances. The result is that the addicted person relies more on substances
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and less on natural rewards to feel good. Even though substance use causes

many problems, it is then “reinforced” when the person ingests alcohol or

drugs. Some addicted people also develop a tolerance for alcohol or other

drugs, requiring an increasing amount of alcohol or drugs to obtain the de-

sired effect. Their bodies seem to “need” or “want” substances, unlike people

who do not develop an addiction or dependency on substances. 

Psychological Causes

Substances are often used to reduce anxiety or tension, to relax, to cope

with other unpleasant feelings, or to escape. For some people, this eventu-

ally contributes to substance abuse or dependency as they get more accus-

tomed to using alcohol, tobacco, or other drugs to feel normal. Others

have certain personality traits that make them more prone to using and

subsequently abusing substances. Some have a psychiatric disorder, which

can increase their vulnerability to developing a substance disorder.

Social or Environmental Causes

The family and social environment in which we live influences most be-

haviors, including substance use behavior. A person’s decision to use or not

to use substances is affected by access to substances, pressure from peers to

use, reinforcement from peers for using, observance of role models (e.g.,

parents) abusing substances, and standards or values learned from the com-

munity or broader culture.

Multiple Causes

Most likely it is not one but a combination of factors that caused you to

develop a substance use problem. In cases of addiction or dependency, the

factors that contributed to your initial use may be totally different than

those that cause you to continue using. For some people physical factors

may be the strongest, whereas for others psychological or social factors may

be the strongest. Identifying the factors that contribute to your substance

use problem can contribute to your recovery.
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Benefits of This Workbook

This workbook offers many benefits, especially when used with profes-

sional therapy or counseling. First, it will help you become more educated

about substance use problems and recovery. Understanding the recovery

process, for example, makes it easier to cope with the ups and downs you

are likely to experience. Second, this workbook will help you take a look at

your particular problem with alcohol, tobacco, or other drugs and identify

how it has affected your life and the lives of people close to you. Third, it

will help you learn specific skills to manage the challenges and “nuts and

bolts” problems encountered in recovery. Finally, it will help you reduce

the risk of a future relapse. As a result of working a recovery program, you

can experience benefits in your physical, emotional, or spiritual health;

family and social relationships; ability to work or go to school; and finan-

cial condition. There are many potential short-term and long-term bene-

fits of recovery.

Tips on Using This Workbook in Your Treatment

Overcoming Your Alcohol or Drug Problem: Effective Recovery Strategies, Work-

book, Second Edition, was written to be used in conjunction with therapy

or counseling. Ask your therapist or counselor for help in choosing which

topics to work on and in what sequence. The sequence you choose should

be based on your unique problems with substance use and where you are

in the recovery process. If you have any questions about the meaning of the

information presented, how it relates to your situation, or how to use it to

aid your recovery, ask your therapist. If you try to implement some of the

change strategies recommended and find they aren’t working for you, work

with your therapist to figure out why these ideas aren’t helpful or if you

need to find other strategies. Even if you don’t agree with what you read in

this workbook, you will find it helpful to discuss your reactions and ideas

with your therapist. 

This workbook can be used whether you are in individual or group ther-

apy, or both. An open, honest, realistic, and disciplined approach to re-

covery in which you face your issues rather than avoid them will help you

make the most progress.
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Abstinence from the use of substances is usually the most appropriate goal

of treatment, especially if you have an addiction. However, some people

initially benefit from a harm-reduction approach before they agree on ab-

stinence. Harm reduction refers to a reduction in the amount and fre-

quency of substance use so there is a reduction in the negative conse-

quences such as medical, family, work, or legal problems. However, if you

are addicted, there is always the risk that serious consequences or even

death could result if you do not stop completely. 

The Importance of Keeping Records and Completing Recovery Worksheets

Throughout this recovery workbook, you will be asked to complete a num-

ber of records and worksheets related to each area of recovery. These as-

signments have several purposes:

. To help you personalize the information presented so that you relate

it to your unique situation. The information presented will make the

most sense if you can relate it to your individual circumstances.

. To help you become aware of the many aspects of recovery and of

the relationship between thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. We use

the biopsychosocial model, in which biological, psychological, social,

and spiritual aspects of recovery are all emphasized as important to

your well-being and continued progress.

. To help you identify internal and external triggers of substance use

and develop strategies to manage them.

. To provide you with a reminder that you need to take an active role

in stopping alcohol and drug use and learn to cope positively with

the problems experienced in recovery.

. To help you carry out the proposed recovery change techniques and

practice them in your daily life.

. To help you document problems as well as successes with specific

changes. Keeping track of your progress over time allows you to see

the “big picture” and put setbacks into perspective.

. To help you approach your treatment in a systematic and structured

way. This allows you to take maximum advantage of your therapy
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sessions because you are always working on important recovery issues

between treatment sessions.

This interactive recovery workbook can be used as your personal notebook

to keep track of important issues in your quest to manage your substance

use problem. You can revisit sections of this workbook as many times as you

need to help yourself develop and modify your change plan. When you are

finished with professional treatment, this workbook can serve as a reminder

for you. After a period of time, you can go back, review, and add to it as

you learn new ways to handle the problems and demands of recovery. 
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