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Motivation: The Fuel for Recovery

If there's one thing that's crystal clear in recovery, it's that motivation isn't 
a one-and-done deal. It's more like a fire that needs constant tending. You've 
got to keep feeding it, keep the flames alive, especially when the winds of life 
try to blow it out. In recovery, motivation is your lifeline—it gets you to a 
meeting when you'd rather not leave the house and pushes you to say 'no' when 
temptation knocks on your door.

Now, it's totally normal to think that after a while, you won't need to 
work on motivation as much—that it'll just 'be there.' But that's not how 
it works. Even those with years of sobriety under their belts must keep 
their motivational muscles flexed. Why? Because life doesn't stop throwing 
curveballs just because you've decided to stay sober.

So, to anyone thinking motivation is just for the newbies in recovery, think 
again. It's for everyone, every day. It's the fuel for your recovery engine; 
without it, you're not going anywhere. Find new reasons to stay on track, 
celebrate every milestone, and remember why you started this journey. Your 
future self will thank you for your effort today to maintain that drive.

“People often say that motivation doesn’t last. Well, 
neither does bathing – that’s why we recommend it daily.” – 
Zig Ziglar.
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Motivation – The Essence of Drive and Desire

At its core, motivation is the psychological engine that propels you to take action. It 
is a state of mind, a complex emotional experience that combines our desires, needs, 
and ambitions, prompting us to pursue our goals.

In the recovery journey, motivation is the crucial fuel that propels us forward. 
Understanding motivation and its workings can be a game-changer in this 
transformative process.

The Inner Workings of Motivation:

Motivation is more than just a fleeting feeling of wanting to do something; it’s 
a complex interplay of factors that drive our behavior and decisions. At its core, 
motivation stems from a desire to fulfill particular needs or achieve specific goals. It’s 
the force that pushes us to overcome challenges, change, and persist even when the 
path gets tough.

	� Biological Factors: These include our physiological needs for food, water, and 
rest. This might translate to taking care of your physical health as a motivating 
factor in recovery.

	� Emotional Factors: Our feelings play a significant role in motivation. Emotions 
like hope, love, or even frustration can drive us to change our lives.

	� Cognitive Factors: Our thoughts and beliefs influence our motivation. This 
includes our self-efficacy, belief in our ability to succeed, and mindset toward 
recovery and change.

Components of Motivation

To understand motivation, particularly in recovery, it’s helpful to consider aspects 
like direction, intensity, persistence, and adaptability. These components collectively 
shape how motivation manifests and sustains itself throughout recovery.

Direction: Choosing a Path

	� Goal-Oriented Focus: Direction in motivation refers to having a clear goal or 
objective. In recovery, this might mean setting specific, achievable goals like 
attending regular therapy sessions or maintaining daily sobriety. It’s about 
choosing a path and focusing your efforts towards it.

	� Aligning Actions with Goals: The direction of motivation ensures that your 
actions are consistently aligned with your recovery goals. It helps in filtering 
out distractions and staying on course with your objectives.

Intensity: The Strength of Motivation
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	� Level of Commitment: Intensity is about the strength and vigor with which 
you pursue your goals. High-intensity motivation in recovery could manifest as 
a strong commitment to your treatment plan or a vigorous approach to building 
new, healthy habits.

	� Emotional and Psychological Investment: Intensity also involves the emotional 
and psychological energy you put into recovery. It reflects in the passion, 
enthusiasm, or determination you exhibit in overcoming challenges along the 
way.

Persistence: Staying the Course

	� Consistency Over Time: Persistence is crucial in recovery, as it involves 
maintaining your motivation over time despite obstacles or setbacks. It’s about 
the enduring effort to stay on track with your recovery goals.

	� Resilience in the Face of Challenges: Persistence also embodies resilience 
— the ability to bounce back from difficulties or failures without losing 
motivation. It’s about keeping your eyes on the long-term goal, even when the 
journey gets tough.

Adaptability: Adjusting to Change

	� Flexibility in Methods: Adaptability in motivation involves being flexible in 
achieving your goals. In recovery, this might mean adjusting your strategies in 
response to new challenges or changes in your circumstances.

	� Openness to Learning: It also includes being open to learning and growing 
from positive and negative experiences. This adaptability ensures that your 
motivation evolves and strengthens as you progress in your recovery journey.

Where Does Your Motivation Come From?

In the recovery journey, understanding your motivation source is key to tapping 
into its full power. Motivation, the driving force behind our actions and decisions, 
can broadly be classified into intrinsic and extrinsic. Each type plays a unique role 
in shaping our behavior and our approach to recovery. By recognizing where your 
motivation comes from, you can harness it more effectively to sustain your journey 
toward a healthier life.

Intrinsic Motivation: The Drive from Within

Intrinsic motivation refers to being driven by internal rewards and personal 
satisfaction. This type of motivation arises from within you, independent of external 
rewards or recognition. It’s fueled by an inner desire to engage in activities because 
they are enjoyable or personally rewarding.

	� Characteristics: Intrinsic motivation is characterized by engaging in 
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behavior for its own sake, finding personal fulfillment, and feeling a sense of 
achievement or personal growth.

	� In Recovery: Intrinsic motivation might manifest as a desire to stay sober 
because it makes you feel proud, improves your self-esteem, or aligns with your 
values. It’s about the internal satisfaction and sense of accomplishment that 
comes from overcoming challenges and making positive changes in your life.

	� Sustainability: This type of motivation is often more sustainable as it’s less 
dependent on external factors and more aligned with personal goals and 
values.

Extrinsic Motivation: External Influences and Rewards

Extrinsic motivation, on the other hand, is driven by external factors. This could 
include rewards, recognition, praise, or avoiding negative consequences. It’s about 
doing something not necessarily for the inherent enjoyment of the activity but for a 
separable outcome.

	� Characteristics: Extrinsic motivation involves engaging in activities for reasons 
such as receiving rewards, meeting the expectations of others, or avoiding 
negative outcomes like punishment or criticism.

	� In Recovery: For someone in recovery, extrinsic motivation could be driven 
by the desire to rebuild relationships, meet professional obligations, or avoid 
legal troubles. It might include adhering to a treatment plan to please family 
members or to maintain employment.

	� Role in Recovery: While extrinsic motivation can be powerful in initiating 
change, its long-term effectiveness might be limited if not eventually 
internalized or supported by intrinsic factors.

The Transition from Extrinsic to Intrinsic 
Motivation in Recovery
The journey from extrinsic to intrinsic motivation in recovery is often profound 
and transformative. A compelling example of this transition can be seen in the 
context of legal consequences leading to treatment.

Consider the scenario where individuals, after facing legal troubles due to 
drinking, are offered the option to undergo addiction treatment instead of 
serving time in jail. Initially, their motivation to enter and stay in treatment 
is extrinsically driven. They are primarily aiming to comply with court orders, 
not necessarily out of a genuine desire to recover. This is a classic case where 
external circumstances, rather than personal choice, spur the decision to seek 
treatment.

In these situations, it’s not uncommon for individuals to start their recovery 
journey with a certain level of resistance or reluctance. For instance, I recall 
a woman who began attending the SMART recovery meetings that I host as 
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part of her court-ordered program. Initially, her participation was minimal 
– she was there more for the sake of fulfilling her legal obligations than 
for any personal commitment to recovery. She would attend just to get 
verification of her meeting attendance, often remaining quiet and disengaged.

However, as she continued to attend these meetings, something began to shift. 
Over time, she started to engage more actively, first by listening intently, then 
by sharing her own experiences, and eventually by offering insights and support 
to others in the group. This gradual change was a clear indication of her 
evolving motivation.

Around six months into her journey, there was a noticeable transformation. 
She began to express a genuine desire for sobriety, not just as a legal 
requirement, but as a personal goal. She articulated a vision for her life that 
included recovery as a key component, reflecting a shift to intrinsic motivation. 
She was no longer just attending meetings to avoid jail time; she was there to 
build the foundation for her best life.

This profound change is a powerful testament to how individuals can start 
their recovery journey driven by external factors and, over time, develop a deep, 
personal commitment to their sobriety. It illustrates the dynamic nature of 
motivation in recovery and the potential for extrinsic motivators to pave the 
way for intrinsic ones. Watching this transition unfold is a reminder of the 
incredible capacity for change and growth that lies within each person on 
their path to recovery.
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Exercise: Intrinsic vs Extrinsic Motivation

Objective: To help you identify and distinguish your internal motivations from 
external rewards.

Instructions: Think of a goal or activity you are currently pursuing or considering. 
Write it down below.

Reflect on Intrinsic Motivations: In 
the left column, list the reasons you 
are pursuing this goal that come from 
within. These might be things like 
personal growth, fulfillment, enjoyment, 
or alignment with your values. Questions 
to prompt your thoughts might include:

	� Why would I pursue this even if no 
one else ever found out?

	� What personal satisfaction comes 
from this activity or goal?

	� How does this activity align with 
my core values or sense of self?

Reflect on Extrinsic Motivations: In the 
right column, list the external rewards 
you might receive from pursuing 
this goal. These could include praise, 
recognition, money, or status. Questions 
to prompt your thoughts could be: 

	� What external rewards do I expect 
or hope to receive from this?

	� How much of my desire to pursue 
this goal is influenced by others’ 
opinions?

	� What tangible rewards will this 
goal bring me?
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Exercise: Intrinsic vs Extrinsic Motivation (continued)

Evaluate and Compare: Look at your lists. Are there more intrinsic or extrinsic 
motivations? Do any surprises emerge when you see your motivations written out?

Reflect on Balance: Consider how a balance of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations 
might be healthy. Is there a way to foster more intrinsic motivation for this goal? 
How might you adjust your approach to this goal if you find external rewards overly 
drive it?

Action Planning: Based on your insights, write down one or two steps you can take 
to enhance your intrinsic motivation for this goal. It could be as simple as reminding 
yourself of your internal reasons before engaging in the activity or finding personal 
meaning in an externally driven task.

It’s important to recognize that extrinsic motivation is not inferior to intrinsic 
motivation; it’s simply different. While intrinsic motivation can lead to deeper, self-
driven change, extrinsic motivation is essential for everyday tasks and achieving 
short-term goals. Getting a paycheck or a reward can jumpstart action and lead to 
personal growth. It’s the balance of both motivations that often leads to a fulfilling 
life. Recognizing the value of each type helps us align our actions with our broader 
life goals.
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Maintaining Motivation in Recovery

Keeping the flame of motivation burning in recovery is crucial. Unlike a sprint, 
recovery is a marathon, and maintaining motivation over the long term is a critical 
component of sustained sobriety. It’s not uncommon for motivation to fluctuate, and 
recognizing this as a regular part of the recovery process is essential.

Here are some aspects of maintaining motivation to consider:

	� Reflecting on Progress: Regularly looking back at how far you’ve come can 
provide a significant boost to motivation. Acknowledging the milestones 
achieved, no matter how small, can reaffirm the value of the recovery journey 
and encourage continued effort.

	� Setting Achievable Goals: Establish clear, attainable goals for recovery. This can 
help maintain focus and provide a sense of direction. As each goal is achieved, 
it can increase motivation to set and achieve new ones.

	� Finding Purpose Beyond Addiction: Discovering new interests or rekindling 
old passions can shift focus from the struggle of recovery to the enjoyment and 
fulfillment these activities bring. This can create intrinsic motivation that fuels 
the desire to maintain sobriety.

	� Support Systems: Leverage support groups, friends, family, or a mentor to 
keep motivation high. Sharing experiences and goals with others can provide 
encouragement and accountability.

	� Managing Setbacks: Understand that setbacks are a part of the journey, and 
learning from them can be motivating. Instead of seeing them as failures, view 
them as opportunities for growth and learning.

	� Self-Care: Prioritizing physical and mental health through proper nutrition, 
exercise, sleep, and stress management can improve overall well-being and 
enhance the energy needed to stay motivated.

	� Visualizing the Future: Regularly envisioning a future free from addiction 
can be a powerful motivator. Picture the benefits of recovery and the positive 
impact it will have on your life and the lives of those around you.

	� Adapting Strategies: Be open to changing your strategies for maintaining 
motivation. What works at one stage of recovery might not work at another, so 
flexibility is key.

	� Education: Learn about addiction and recovery. Understanding the processes 
and challenges can demystify them and bolster your resolve to overcome them.

	� Rewarding Yourself: Create a system of rewards for maintaining sobriety. 
These rewards should be healthy and supportive of your recovery journey.

Incorporating these tactics can help maintain motivation through the ups and downs 
of recovery, making the process more manageable and the goals more attainable.
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Strategies: 15 Tips to Get Motivated

Are you having trouble getting motivated? Here are 15 ways to kickstart your 
motivation.

1.	 Set Clear, Achievable Goals: Break your main goal into smaller, manageable tasks 
that you can tackle one by one.

2.	 Create a Vision Board: Visualize your success by creating a collage of images that 
represent your goals and aspirations.

3.	 Find a Recovery Role Model: Look to someone who has succeeded in recovery for 
inspiration.

4.	 Join a Support Group: Surround yourself with people who understand your 
journey and can provide encouragement.

5.	 Celebrate Small Wins: Acknowledge and celebrate even the smallest victories to 
build momentum.

6.	 Keep a Progress Journal: Document your journey, noting the progress you’ve 
made.

7.	 Develop a Routine: Establish a daily routine that includes time for activities 
related to your recovery.

8.	 Revisit Your ‘Why’: Remind yourself of the reasons you started on the path to 
recovery.

9.	 Engage in Positive Self-Talk: Replace negative thoughts with affirmations and 
positive mantras.

10.	Exercise Regularly: Physical activity can boost mood and energy levels, 
contributing to a more motivated mindset.

11.	Practice Gratitude: Reflect on the things you’re grateful for; gratitude can renew 
your motivation.

12.	Learn Something New: Take up a new hobby or skill that can redirect your focus 
and give you a sense of achievement.

13.	Volunteer Your Time: Helping others can provide a new perspective and rekindle 
your motivation.

14.	Limit Negative Influences: Cut down on or eliminate exposure to negative people 
or media that drain your energy.

15.	Seek Professional Help: If you’re struggling to stay motivated, consider talking to 
a therapist or counselor who specializes in addiction recovery.
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Wrap-up: Motivation The Fuel for Recovery

As we wrap up our exploration of motivation in recovery, it’s vital to acknowledge 
that the journey of recovery is uniquely personal, and so is the motivation that 
drives it. Combining internal desires and external influences fuels the sustained 
commitment to sobriety. Recognizing the importance of both intrinsic and extrinsic 
factors is crucial.

Intrinsic motivation, the drive from within, is often the most enduring. It’s the 
passion for a life free from the chains of addiction, the deep-seated wish to heal 
relationships, and the personal aspiration to live by one’s values. On the other hand, 
extrinsic motivation, such as the support of loved ones, societal expectations, or legal 
requirements, can catalyze change and reinforce ongoing efforts.

To nurture motivation in recovery, it’s essential to:

	� Celebrate the small victories as well as the large ones.

	� Set realistic and incremental goals to foster a sense of achievement.

	� Engage with a supportive community that encourages and uplifts.

	� Remain adaptable, understanding that what motivates you can change over 
time.

	� Use setbacks as learning experiences to fortify your resolve.

Remember, the path of recovery is a marathon, not a sprint. Maintaining 
motivation is about finding balance, seeking support when needed, and constantly 
reminding yourself of the reasons you chose this path. By doing so, you solidify 
your commitment to a healthier, substance-free life, embracing the challenges and 
triumphs that come with it.

“What you get by achieving your goals is not as important 
as what you become by achieving your goals.” – Henry David 
Thoreau.
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Tool: Cost Benefit Analysis for Recovery

The Cost-Benefit Analysis (CBA) is a tool to help you understand the advantages and 
disadvantages of your substance use and the benefits and potential challenges of 
recovery. By laying it all out, you can see more clearly what you stand to gain and 
lose, aiding in making informed decisions about your recovery journey.

This tool is widely utilized in various addiction recovery programs, including SMART 
Recovery, to whom we extend credit for developing and popularizing this effective 
approach.

Instructions:

Benefits of Drinking: In the upper left quadrant, write down the benefits you gained 
from drinking. Ask yourself:

	� What immediate pleasures or relief do I get from using?

	� How does substance use affect my mood and outlook in the short term?

	� Are there social situations where substance use feels beneficial?

	� What do I believe substance use gives me that I can’t get elsewhere?

Costs of Drinking: In the upper right quadrant, write down the costs of drinking. Ask 
yourself:

	� How has my health been affected by substance use?

	� In what ways has substance use strained my relationships?

	� What financial burdens have I faced due to my substance use?

	� Have there been legal or career repercussions because of my substance use?

	� How do I feel about myself when I am using?

Benefits of Not Drinking: In the lower left quadrant, write down the positives of not 
drinking. Ask yourself:

	� What health improvements might I expect if I stop using?

	� How could my relationships change for the better if I quit?

	� What could I do with the money saved from not purchasing substances?

	� What personal goals could I achieve with the time and energy not spent on 
using?

Costs of Not Drinking: In the lower right quadrant, what do you perceive as 
negatives if you stop drinking? Ask yourself:

	� What discomforts or challenges might I face during withdrawal or recovery?

	� How will I handle situations where I used to rely on substance use?
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	� What will I miss about the culture or community I had when I was using?

	� Are there aspects of substance use that I enjoyed, like rituals or routines, and 

how can I replace them?

Process:

	� Take your time to reflect on each quadrant. Be honest with yourself.

	� Write down immediate thoughts and also consider the long-term effects in each 
category.

	� It’s important to acknowledge that even substance use has perceived benefits, 
or else stopping wouldn’t be a challenge.

	� After filling out all quadrants, reflect on what you’ve written. The aim is to 
provide a balanced view of the current situation and the changes you wish to 
make.

Note for First-Time Users of the Cost Benefit Analysis Tool:

As you begin using the Cost Benefit Analysis tool for the first time, you might 
instinctively feel that there are no benefits to drinking or substance use. This 
is a common initial reaction, but it’s important to approach this exercise with 
an open and honest mindset.

Contrary to what might seem apparent, especially in the context of recovery, 
acknowledging that there were perceived benefits to your substance use at 
the time is crucial for an effective analysis. As my addiction counselor wisely 
pointed out when I initially claimed there were no benefits, “If there were 
truly no benefits, why do you do it then?” This question is a powerful reminder 
that our actions, even those that are ultimately harmful, often stem from 
seeking certain benefits, albeit short-lived or unhealthy.

Remember, the goal of the Cost Benefit Analysis is not to justify substance use 
but to provide a comprehensive and honest overview of both the positive and 
negative aspects as you perceive them. This balanced perspective is essential 
for understanding your past actions and making informed decisions for your 
future in recovery.

Tool: Cost Benefit Analysis for Recovery (continued-1)
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List the Benefits and Costs of Drinking

Benefits Costs
Escape hatch from all that I didn’t 
want to Deal with.

Numbed the pain of not liking myself

Help with social anxiety.

Coping mechanism

Loosened me up - more fun

I can’t deal with this shit

Deal with Stress

Felt normal

Excruiating hangovers

No one trusted me including myself

Cost a lot of money

Terrible Physical health - High blood 
pressure

Lost time I will never get back

Divorce papers on the kitchen table

Lying and hiding drinking

Not present for loved ones

Increased anxiety after drinking
List the Benefits and Costs of Not Drinkingking

Benefits Costs
No more hangovers

Regain trust

No more lying and hiding my drinking

Did not get divorced

Improved health

Regained mental clairity

Improved health - blood pressure 
normal

Creating the life I envision for 
myself

More money

Have to deal with things without 
alcohol

No more temporary escapes

Losing my perceived best friend 
forever

Tool: Cost Benefit Analysis for Recovery (continued-2)

Here’s a sample to get started. This is mine completed on 11/7/ 2023.
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Now, you do it.

List the Benefits and Costs of Drinking

Benefits Costs

List the Benefits and Costs of Not Drinkingking

Benefits Costs

Tool: Cost Benefit Analysis for Recovery (continued-3)
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Tool: Cost Benefit Analysis for Recovery (continued-4)

Reflection:

After completing the CBA, ask yourself the following questions:

Which quadrant has the most compelling reasons for you?

Do the long-term benefits of not using outweigh the short-term benefits of using?

How can you mitigate the costs of not using? What strategies can you develop to 
cope with these challenges?

Are there benefits of using that you can achieve in healthier ways?

Action Steps:

Based on your CBA, list some action steps you can take to begin addressing the costs 
and enhancing the benefits of not using. These can be small, incremental changes 
that steer you towards recovery
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Purpose: To help you identify what drives your motivation in recovery and how you 
can tap into it when you need a boost.

List Your Motivators: Take a moment to think about what motivates you in your 
recovery journey. List at least five things that push you to maintain your sobriety. 
These can be intrinsic (personal growth, inner peace) or extrinsic (family, career 
goals).

Rate Your Motivators: Next to each motivator, rate its strength on a scale from 1 to 
10, with one being the least and ten being the most motivating.

Detail the ‘Why’: For each motivator, write a sentence or two explaining why it is 
important to you. Try to go deeper than the surface level; for example, if ‘family’ is a 
motivator, detail what about your relationship with your family drives you.

Motivator             Rating 1 to 10 Why?

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

Tool: Recovery Motivation Mapping
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Tool: Recovery Motivation Mapping (continued-1)

Envision the Outcome: For your top three motivators, visualize in detail what 
achieving your goal looks like. How does it feel? What changes in your life?

Motivator             What Does Achieving Your Goal Look Like?

1. 

2. 

3. 

Identify Challenges: Consider what might challenge or weaken your motivation. 
Acknowledge these challenges and write them down.

Develop Strategies: For each challenge, write down a strategy to overcome it. This 
could involve seeking support, reminding yourself of your motivators, or engaging in 
a specific recovery-related activity.

Challenges          Strategies to Overcome Challenges

1. 

2. 

3. 

Commitment Statement:

Write a commitment statement that you can turn to when you need to remind 
yourself of your motivation. It should be affirmative and empowering, reflecting your 
dedication to your recovery journey.

Here’s a sample commitment statement if you are having trouble coming up with 
one:

“I am committed to my recovery because it is important for my health and 
happiness. Each day, I choose to stay sober and work towards a better future. I 
believe in my strength and the support around me to make positive changes in 
my life.”
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Tool: Recovery Motivation Mapping (continued-2)
Now, write your commitment statement.

Reflection: Consider the following questions to solidify your recovery motivators.

How does acknowledging your motivators affect your mood and outlook on 
recovery?

Which motivators have the strongest pull for you, and why do you think that is?

How can you integrate reminders of your motivators into your daily life to keep your 
motivation levels high?

Review Regulary:

Remember motivation can ebb and flow, and change over time. This tool is not a one-
time event. Make it a practice to review your motivations on a regular basis to keep 
your recovery journey energized.


