Triggers are not always dramatic or easy to recognize. Sometimes they show up in ordinary moments: the drive
home, a tense message, an empty evening, a skipped lunch, or the first few minutes after work. A routine can
contain several small cues that affect your mood, cravings, or recovery choices before you notice what is

happening.
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Learning to spot routine triggers is not about blaming yourself for having them. It is about noticing patterns early
enough to choose a helpful next step. You do not have to track every detail of your day or rebuild your whole
schedule. Start with a little habit awareness, a simple trigger journal, and a plan that fits your real responsibilities..

That said, there are exceptions

What Counts as a Routine Trigger?

A trigger is a person, place, feeling, activity, time of day, or situation that brings up an urge or makes recovery feel
harder. Some triggers are obvious, such as passing a place associated with past substance use. Others are woven
into familiar routines: getting paid, finishing a shift, arguing with someone you care about, or feeling restless on

Sunday evening.

A trigger does not automatically mean you will return to substance use. It is information—not a verdict about
your progress. The goal is to notice what tends to happen before an urge grows, then decide what support or

change could help.

Look at the Whole Sequence

Instead of asking only, “What triggered me?” try mapping the moments around it:

¢ Before: What was happening? Where were you, and who was around?
* During: What did you notice in your body, thoughts, or mood?
* After: What did you do next, and what helped or made things harder?
For example, an urge may seem to appear “out of nowhere” after work. Looking more closely, you may notice that

it tends to follow a long shift, a skipped meal, a stressful commute, and arriving home to an unplanned evening.

Each detail gives you a possible place to add support.

Use a Trigger Journal Without Turning It Into Homework

A trigger journal can be a notebook, phone note, calendar entry, or a few checkboxes. Keep it brief. Two minutes

of useful observations are more sustainable than a detailed log you stop using after a few days.
When you notice an urge, strong emotion, or difficult moment, jot down:

® The time and place.

* What was happening just before it.

® Your mood and energy level.

® Whether you had slept, eaten, and had water recently.

* What you did next and whether it helped.
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Use neutral language. "l was tired and tense after work” is more useful than “I messed up again.” A journal is for

spotting patterns, not grading your recovery.

Example: A Short Journal Entry

When What was going on What | noticed One useful next step Thursday, 6:30 p.m. Left work late; had not eaten
since lunch Low energy, tense, urge to cancel my evening plan Eat the snack in my bag, then text my support
person Sunday, 8:00 p.m. Scrolling on my phone and thinking about Monday Restless and worried Set out work

clothes and follow my short wind-down routine

Not every entry will reveal a pattern. Review the notes once a week and look for repeats: certain times, transitions,
feelings, or gaps in your day. You can also record something that went well. Knowing what protects your recovery

is just as valuable as knowing what challenges it.

Notice the Small Cues in Ordinary Habits

Routine triggers are often connected to transitions: waking up, leaving work, getting home, starting a weekend, or

moving from a social event to time alone. Try paying attention to what happens at those handoffs.

Questions That Build Habit Awareness

® Are urges stronger at a particular time of day or on certain days?
® Do they show up after conflict, boredom, loneliness, or feeling overwhelmed?
® Are there people, routes, apps, or places that regularly make the day harder?

* Does missing a meal, losing sleep, or rushing between commitments affect your mood?

Which routines leave you feeling steadier or more connected?

One unusual note does not prove a pattern. Look for repetition over time, and discuss what you notice with a
counselor or treatment provider if you have one. Together, you can consider adjustments that are realistic for your

circumstances.

Sometimes a detail in your notes may be unrelated to recovery but still show what your attention is doing. For
instance, you might record: “After a stressful call, | kept checking my investments—TD 167.57 (-0.15%, -0.26) with
$1.34B volume—and lost track of my evening plan.” The quote is not a recovery signal by itself. The useful

observation may be that stress leads to repetitive checking, which crowds out a routine that usually helps.

Build Structure Without Overloading Your Week

Structure can create helpful anchors, but an overfilled calendar can become another source of pressure. Aim for a
few dependable points in the day rather than a perfect timetable. If a plan only works when nothing unexpected

happens, it probably needs more flexibility.

Start with the basics: a reasonably consistent sleep and wake window when possible, regular meals or snacks,
appointments, and one or two supportive activities. These are not magic fixes, and schedules differ. They are

practical foundations that may make it easier to notice when stress or fatigue is building.

Choose the Smallest Useful Version

® Sleep: Pick a realistic wind-down cue, such as putting your phone to charge or preparing for bed at a similar

time.



* Food: Keep an easy snack available if work or travel makes regular meals difficult.

e Appointments: Put treatment, medical, or support appointments on one calendar and add travel or

preparation time.

* Transitions: Choose one brief activity for the change from work to home, such as a call, a meal, or a few quiet

minutes.

* Connection: Identify one person or group you can contact when a familiar high-risk moment shows up.

Make a backup plan for days when the routine gets disrupted. If you miss an appointment, contact the provider

about rescheduling rather than deciding the whole week is lost. If you cannot manage your usual evening plan,

use a simpler option you have already chosen.

Match Treatment Intensity to Real Life

Recovery care should account for both your needs and your day-to-day responsibilities. Treatment options can
include partial hospitalization, intensive outpatient therapy, and regular outpatient therapy, among other forms of
support. The right level and schedule depend on an individual assessment, available services, and how your needs

change over time.

It can help to be direct with your treatment team about practical limits: work hours, caregiving, transport,
appointments, and the times of day when you feel most vulnerable. You do not need to share private medical
details with an employer to plan your schedule. Ask providers about attendance expectations, scheduling options,

and what to do if a work or family obligation conflicts with care.

For information about treatment services and how to ask questions about available options, visit Marietta Spring
Treatment. A website can help you gather questions, but a conversation with a qualified provider is important

when deciding what level of care is appropriate.

For workplace-related recovery resources, the CDC/NIOSH workplace-supported recovery resource offers
information about recovery-supportive workplaces. You can explore general resources without disclosing personal
medical information at work. If you are considering a schedule adjustment or leave, you may choose to ask a

human resources contact about policies or options without discussing more than you are comfortable sharing.



Return to Work Step-by-Step

Going back to work can bring routine, connection, and financial stability, but it can also introduce new pressures.
Last month, | was working with a client who wished they had known this beforehand.. Treat the return as a
transition to plan—not a test of whether you can handle everything at once. Work with your treatment team, if
applicable, to think through the schedule and support you need. Exactly.. Details will vary by job, employer, and

personal situation.

1. Map the week. Mark work hours, treatment appointments, travel, meals, and sleep. Look for days that are

too crowded.

2. Plan the bookends. Decide how you will start the day and what you will do after work, especially on days

when you tend to feel depleted.

3. Keep one backup. Choose a simple alternative if transport falls through, a meeting runs late, or your usual

support person is unavailable.

4. Review after a few days. Note what felt manageable and what needs adjusting. Change one thing at a time

when you can.

5. Ask for practical support appropriately. You can focus on the schedule or work arrangement you need

without sharing more personal information than you choose.

If returning to work makes urges or distress harder to manage, contact your treatment provider or support

person promptly. You do not have to wait until a situation becomes a crisis to ask for help.

A Simple Weekly Plan for Spotting Routine Triggers

Here is a low-pressure way to practice habit awareness. Adjust it to fit your schedule and any guidance from your

care team.

Day Small action Monday Choose one routine to observe, such as the hour after work. Tuesday Write one brief
trigger-journal note if a difficult moment comes up. Wednesday Check whether sleep, food, or a rushed transition
affected your day. Thursday Try one small adjustment, such as bringing a snack or arranging a check-in. Friday
Notice which routines helped, even if the day was imperfect. Weekend Review your notes for repeats and choose

one focus for next week.

When a Trigger Appears, Use a Short Plan
In the moment, you do not need to solve your whole life. Try a simple sequence:

1. Name it: “This is a familiar hard moment.”

2. Pause: Take a few breaths, step away from the situation if it is safe, or give yourself a little time before acting.
3. Meet one basic need: Check whether you need food, rest, a quieter space, or help with the next task.

4. Connect: Use a planned support contact, appointment, or recovery resource.

5. Record later: Add a short journal note when you have the space to do so.

If you feel at immediate risk or cannot stay safe, contact emergency services or a crisis resource in your area. For

ongoing concerns, reach out to a qualified provider or trusted support person.

Progress Comes From Useful Information



Spotting routine triggers is a skill you build through repetition, not a task you have to get right every day. A short

journal, a few steady basics, and a weekly review can reveal patterns without taking over your life. The most helpful

plan is one you can actually use alongside work, family, treatment, and rest.

Start with one routine this week. Notice what comes before a hard moment, what helps you feel steadier, and
what adjustment seems doable. Then keep the parts that work and revise the rest. That is practical habit

awareness: paying attention with curiosity, and using what you learn to make your next step easier.



