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Activity 1

INSTRUCTIONS
Identify My Substance Use Warning Signs 
Shuffle	the	49	Sorting	Cards	(these	cards	are	
mostly color). Sort the cards into two piles – 

1) warning signs that you are experiencing  
right now and 2) those that you are not.  

From the pile of warning signs that you are 
experiencing, pick up to 10 cards that you are 

experiencing most strongly. Turn the cards 
over to see which Substance Use Phase  

corresponds to each card. Review the  
Substance Use model and the 10 Substance 
Use	Phase	Definition	cards	to	help	determine	

how far down the path you have gone.  
Answer the questions on the back of this card. 

Activity 2

INSTRUCTIONS
Identify My Substance Use Warning 

Signs from Past Experiences
Think about one of your last substance  

use situations and what happened.  
What led up to the moment when you  
decided	to	drink	or	use?	Specifically	pay	

attention to the emotional and mental  
behaviors	that	you	experienced.	Shuffle	 

the 49 Sorting Cards (these cards are mostly 
color). Select the top warning signs (no more 

than 5) that you remember being present  
just prior to your substance use. Answer  
the questions on the back of this card. 
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Substance Use  
Phases & Warning Signs

PHASE 2
DENIAL
EMOTIONAL 

 During this phase, I stop paying  
attention to or honestly telling others 

what I am thinking and feeling.

Substance Use  
Phases & Warning Signs

PHASE 3
AVOIDANCE &  

DEFENSIVENESS
EMOTIONAL 

 During this phase, I try to avoid  
anything that will force me to be  
honest about how my thinking,  

feelings, and behavior have changed.  
If confronted, I get defensive  

and can’t hear others.

Substance Use  
Phases & Warning Signs

PHASE 4
CRISIS BUILDING

EMOTIONAL
During this phase, I start having 

problems that I don’t understand. 
Even though I work hard to solve 

them, two new problems pop up to 
replace every problem that I solve.

Substance Use  
Phases & Warning Signs

PHASE 5
IMMOBILIZATION

EMOTIONAL
During this phase, I feel trapped in 

an endless stream of unmanageable 
problems and feel like giving up.  

I can’t seem to get started or make 
myself do the things that I know  

I need to do.

Substance Use  
Phases & Warning Signs

PHASE 1
INTERNAL CHANGE

EMOTIONAL
 During this phase, I look good on 
the outside, but I start using old, 
addictive ways of thinking and 

managing feelings that make me 
feel bad on the inside.

Substance Use  
Phases & Warning Signs

PHASE 6
CONFUSION & 

OVERREACTION
MENTAL

During this phase, I have trouble 
thinking clearly and managing my 

thoughts, feelings, and actions.  
I am irritable and tend to overreact 

to small things.

Substance Use  
Phases & Warning Signs

PHASE 8
BEHAVIORAL

LOSS OF CONTROL
MENTAL

During this phase, I can’t control  
my thoughts, feelings, and behavior 

or stick to a daily schedule. I deny 
how out of control I have become, 

even though life is chaotic,  
and I have serious problems. 

Substance Use  
Phases & Warning Signs

PHASE 9
RECOGNITION OF 

LOSS OF CONTROL
MENTAL

During this phase, my denial 
breaks, and I recognize how severe 
my problems are, how unmanageable 
life has become, and how little power 

I have to solve my problems. This 
awareness is painful and I isolate.

Substance Use  
Phases & Warning Signs

PHASE 10
OPTION REDUCTION

MENTAL
During this phase, I feel trapped by 

pain and my inability to manage my life.  
I think there are only three ways out –  
insanity, suicide, or self-medication. I no 

longer believe anything can help me.

Substance Use  
Phases & Warning Signs

PHASE 11  
SUBSTANCE USE

PHYSICAL
During this phase, I return to  

alcohol or drug use, try to control it, 
lose control, and realize that  
my addiction is once again  

destroying my life.

Substance Use  
Phases & Warning Signs

PHASE 7
DEPRESSION

MENTAL
During this phase, I become  

so depressed I can’t do things  
I normally do. Hurting myself or  

using again seem attractive. I can’t 
hide my depression from others.

Main Color: Black
1 Activity 1: Identify My Substance Use Warning Signs
1 Activity 2: �Identify My Substance Use Warning Signs  

from Past Experiences
1 �ME Action Card: individuals write in primary  

learning and action

Sorting Cards

Loss of  
Constructive 

Planning
I stop planning or thinking about what to 
do next. I begin to think the slogan, “one 
day at a time,” means I should not plan 

ahead. I pay less attention to details and 
plan based more on what I wish than on 
how things really are. I make unrealistic 
plans and stop paying attention to the 
details of implementing those plans.

Difficulty in 
Remembering 

Things
At times I have problems remembering 
or learning new things. Things I want to 

remember are unclear and I can’t recall key 
events from my past. At times I remember 

things clearly, but other times memories will 
not come to mind. This causes me to make 
bad decisions that I would not have made if 

my memory were working properly.

Loss of  
Daily Structure

My daily routine becomes haphazard.  
I stop getting up and going to bed at regular 

times. It’s hard to keep appointments and 
plan social events. I feel overburdened 

at times and have nothing to do at other 
times. I can’t stick to plans, and tension, 
frustration, fear, or anxiety keep me from 

doing what I know needs to be done.

Immature Wish  
to Be Happy

I have a vague desire “to be happy” or have 
“things work out,” but I don’t set up any 

plans to make those things happen. I want 
to be happy, but have no idea how to make 
myself happy. I am not willing to work hard 

for the happiness that I want. I start wishing 
that something magical would happen to 

rescue me from my problems.

Periods of  
Confusion

I start getting confused more often and the 
confusion is more severe and lasts longer. 
I’m not sure what is right or wrong. I don’t 
know what to do to solve my problems  

because everything I try seems to make 
them worse. I get angry at myself because 

I can’t solve my problems and just keep 
making things worse.

Dissatisfaction 
with Life

Things seem so bad I begin to think I might 
as well go back to alcohol or drug use  

because things couldn’t get worse.  
Life seems to have become unmanageable, 

even though I am sober and not  
using addictively.

Substance Use 
Phases & Warning Signs

PHASE 1
INTERNAL CHANGE

EMOTIONAL

Believing I’ll  
Never Use  

Alcohol or Drugs
I convince myself I don’t need to put a 
lot of energy into my recovery today, 

because I will never go back to alcohol 
or drug use. I tend to keep this belief to 
myself. Sometimes I am afraid to tell my 
counselor or others about this belief for 
fear of being confronted. At other times 

I think it is none of their business.

Substance Use 
Phases & Warning Signs

PHASE 2
DENIAL
EMOTIONAL 

Tendencies  
Toward Loneliness

I start feeling uncomfortable around  
others and start spending more time 

alone. I usually have good reasons and 
excuses for staying away from other  

people. I start feeling lonely. Instead of 
dealing with the loneliness by trying to 
meet and be around other people, I get 

more compulsive about doing things alone.

Loss of  
Constructive 

Planning
I stop planning or thinking about what to 
do next. I begin to think the slogan, “one 
day at a time,” means I should not plan 

ahead. I pay less attention to details and 
plan based more on what I wish than on 
how things really are. I make unrealistic 
plans and stop paying attention to the 
details of implementing those plans.

Difficulty in 
Remembering 

Things
At times I have problems remembering 
or learning new things. Things I want to 

remember are unclear and I can’t recall key 
events from my past. At times I remember 

things clearly, but other times memories will 
not come to mind. This causes me to make 
bad decisions that I would not have made if 

my memory were working properly.

Loss of  
Daily Structure

My daily routine becomes haphazard.  
I stop getting up and going to bed at regular 

times. It’s hard to keep appointments and 
plan social events. I feel overburdened 

at times and have nothing to do at other 
times. I can’t stick to plans, and tension, 
frustration, fear, or anxiety keep me from 

doing what I know needs to be done.

Immature Wish  
to Be Happy

I have a vague desire “to be happy” or have 
“things work out,” but I don’t set up any 

plans to make those things happen. I want 
to be happy, but have no idea how to make 
myself happy. I am not willing to work hard 

for the happiness that I want. I start wishing 
that something magical would happen to 

rescue me from my problems.

Periods of  
Confusion

I start getting confused more often and the 
confusion is more severe and lasts longer. 
I’m not sure what is right or wrong. I don’t 
know what to do to solve my problems  

because everything I try seems to make 
them worse. I get angry at myself because 

I can’t solve my problems and just keep 
making things worse.

Dissatisfaction 
with Life

Things seem so bad I begin to think I might 
as well go back to alcohol or drug use  

because things couldn’t get worse.  
Life seems to have become unmanageable, 

even though I am sober and not  
using addictively.

Substance Use 
Phases & Warning Signs

PHASE 1
INTERNAL CHANGE

EMOTIONAL

Believing I’ll  
Never Use  

Alcohol or Drugs
I convince myself I don’t need to put a 
lot of energy into my recovery today, 

because I will never go back to alcohol 
or drug use. I tend to keep this belief to 
myself. Sometimes I am afraid to tell my 
counselor or others about this belief for 
fear of being confronted. At other times 

I think it is none of their business.

Substance Use 
Phases & Warning Signs

PHASE 2
DENIAL
EMOTIONAL 

Tendencies  
Toward Loneliness

I start feeling uncomfortable around  
others and start spending more time 

alone. I usually have good reasons and 
excuses for staying away from other  

people. I start feeling lonely. Instead of 
dealing with the loneliness by trying to 
meet and be around other people, I get 

more compulsive about doing things alone.
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PHASE 4
CRISIS BUILDING

EMOTIONAL
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PHASE 5
IMMOBILIZATION

EMOTIONAL

Substance Use 
Phases & Warning Signs

PHASE 6
CONFUSION & 

OVERREACTION
MENTAL
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PHASE 9
RECOGNITION OF 

LOSS OF CONTROL
MENTAL
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PHASE 10
OPTION REDUCTION

MENTAL
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PHASE 11  
SUBSTANCE USE

PHYSICAL
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PHASE 2
DENIAL
EMOTIONAL 
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PHASE 3
AVOIDANCE &  

DEFENSIVENESS
EMOTIONAL
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PHASE 7
DEPRESSION

MENTAL
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PHASE 8
BEHAVIORAL

LOSS OF CONTROL
MENTAL
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PHASE 1
INTERNAL CHANGE

EMOTIONAL
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PHASE 1
INTERNAL CHANGE

EMOTIONAL

Substance Use 
Phases & Warning Signs

PHASE 1
INTERNAL CHANGE

EMOTIONAL

	69	 TOTAL CARDS

	11	

Main Color: White with Color
1 Phase 1: Internal Change (Yellow)
1 Phase 2: Denial (Light Gold)
1 Phase 3: �Avoidance &  

Defensiveness (Gold)
1 Phase 4: ��Crisis Building  

(Light Orange)
1 Phase 5: �Immobilization (Orange)
1 Phase 6: ��Confusion & Overreaction 

(Dark Orange)
1 Phase 7: �Depression 

(Darker Orange)

1 Phase 8: �Behavioral Loss of  
Control (Red)

1 Phase 9: �Recognition of Loss  
of Control (Dark Red)

1 Phase 10: �Option Reduction  
(Darker Red)

1 Phase 11: �Acute Substance  
Use Period (Burgundy)

	49	 Sorting Cards

Main Color: Mostly Color
4 Phase 1: �Internal Change (Yellow)
2 Phase 2: �Denial (Light Gold)
6 Phase 3: �Avoidance &  

Defensiveness (Gold)
4 Phase 4: �Crisis Building  

(Light Orange)
3 Phase 5: �Immobilization (Orange)
7 Phase 6: ��Confusion & Overreaction 

(Dark Orange)
5 Phase 7: ��Depression 

(Darker Orange)

5 Phase 8: ��Behavioral Loss of  
Control (Red)

5 Phase 9: ��Recognition of Loss  
of Control (Dark Red)

4 Phase 10: ��Option Reduction  
(Darker Red)

4 Phase 11: ��Acute Substance  
Use Period (Burgundy)
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The Relapse Phases & Warning Signs 
card deck has been adapted from

  
Terence Gorski’s,  

Staying Sober: A Guide  
to Relapse Prevention,  

with permission from the author.

R1 acknowledges and appreciates the 
significant	work	of	Terence	Gorski.	 

R1 thanks Mr. Gorski for his collaboration 
with	R1	and	for	his	significant	 
contribution	to	the	field	of	 

addiction and recovery.
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Substance Use 
Phases & Warning Signs

Quick Start

WHAT’S IN THIS DECK

 6  Overview Cards 
  (deck color)

 3  Activity Cards  
(black)

11  Definition Cards  
(white with colored tops)

 49  Sorting Cards 
  (mostly color)

69 TOTAL CARDS

R1 INTERACTIVE CURRICULUM
Hands-On & Online

TOPICS FOR:
Mental Health & Wellness

Substance Use Disorder/Addiction
Life Skills
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