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Tool: Riding the Waves – Urge Surfing in Recovery

Sometimes, despite your best efforts to avoid urges, they still happen. They can feel 
like a sneak attack. Perhaps you are surprised by the unexpected presence of alcohol. 
Or a random experience leads to thoughts of drinking.

While distracting yourself is a great technique to deal with urges, Urge Surfing is a 
powerful and effective addiction recovery technique rooted in mindfulness practices. 
It involves visualizing your urges as ocean waves and mentally 'surfing' them until 
they dissipate. This illustrative approach helps in managing and overcoming the 
intense desires associated with addiction without giving in to them.

Understanding Urge Surfing

Urge Surfing is based on the principle that urges, much like ocean waves, rise in 
intensity, peak, and eventually fade away. Instead of fighting against these waves, 
you learn to ride them with awareness and patience.

	� Origin and Philosophy: The technique originates from mindfulness practices 
and focuses on experiencing urges without acting upon them.

	� The Wave Metaphor: Urges are likened to ocean waves that rise, peak, and 
eventually fall. The idea is to 'ride' the urge wave, acknowledging its presence 
but not letting it control your actions.

How to Practice Urge Surfing

	� Recognize the Urge: Begin by acknowledging that you are experiencing an 
urge. Notice where and how you feel it in your body.
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	� Visualize the Wave: Imagine the urge as a wave in the ocean. Visualize its rise, 
peak, and eventual fall.

	� Stay Present and Observant: Stay mentally present with the urge without 
trying to fight or give in to it. Observe it as an outside spectator.

	� Use Mindful Breathing: Breathe deeply and focus on your breath as you ride 
the wave, using breathing as an anchor to keep you grounded.

	� Notice the Change: Observe how the urge rises in intensity, peaks, and then 
gradually fades away, much like a wave.

Urge Surfing vs. Distraction

While Urge Surfing and distraction are effective tools for managing urges, they offer 
distinct benefits and work in different ways. Understanding these differences can 
help you choose the most suitable approach, depending on the situation.

Urge Surfing focuses on mindfulness and awareness. It teaches you to face and 
understand your urges rather than avoid them. This technique helps in:

	� Building Tolerance: By directly facing your urges, you learn to tolerate 
uncomfortable feelings without acting on them.

	� Increasing Mindful Awareness: It encourages a deeper understanding of the 
nature of your cravings and how they affect you physically and emotionally.

	� Long-term Effectiveness: Over time, Urge Surfing can lessen the intensity and 
frequency of urges as you become more skilled at handling them.

On the other hand, Distraction is about diverting your attention away from the urge. 
Its benefits include:

	� Immediate Relief: Distraction provides a quick way to shift your focus and get 
immediate relief from the intensity of an urge.

	� Accessibility: It can be easier to implement, especially when you’re in 
situations where mindfulness might be challenging.

	� Versatility: There are numerous distraction techniques, allowing for flexibility 
based on personal preferences and circumstances.

Urge Surfing is about developing a deeper understanding and tolerance of your urges, 
leading to long-term benefits in managing them. Distraction, meanwhile, offers a 
more immediate but temporary solution. Both strategies have their place in recovery, 
and many find a combination the most effective approach.

Tool: Urge Surfing in Recovery (continued-1)
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Benefits of Urge Surfing

	� Empowers Self-Control: It teaches you to experience urges without being 
overwhelmed, enhancing your self-control and resilience.

	� Reduces Fear of Urges: Regular practice minimizes the fear and anxiety 
associated with experiencing urges, as you learn they are temporary and 
manageable.

	� Increases Mindfulness: It fosters a more profound sense of mindfulness, 
helping you stay present and connected with your inner state.

	� Encourages Emotional Regulation: You develop greater emotional regulation 
skills by observing urges without acting on them.

Integrating Urge Surfing in Your Recovery Plan

Incorporating Urge Surfing into your recovery strategy requires a thoughtful and 
consistent approach. Here's how you can integrate this powerful technique into your 
daily routine and make it a practical part of your recovery plan:

	� Daily Routine: Set aside a specific time each day to practice Urge Surfing, 
regardless of whether you're currently experiencing an urge. Consistency is key 
to mastering this technique.

	� Identify Triggers: Recognize situations, times, or emotions that typically trigger 
urges. Plan to use Urge Surfing during these high-risk moments.

	� Visualization Exercises: Regularly visualize yourself successfully surfing urges 
in different scenarios, building mental and emotional resilience.

	� Complementary Strategies: Use Urge Surfing alongside other recovery 
techniques like deep breathing, cognitive restructuring, or distraction strategies. 
This multi-faceted approach can be more effective in managing urges.

	� Documenting Progress: Keep a journal to record your experiences with Urge 
Surfing. Note the intensity of urges, how long they last, and how effectively you 
can 'surf' them.

	� Physical Awareness: Pay attention to how urges manifest in your body. Use 
Urge Surfing to connect with and understand these physical sensations, 
enhancing your mind-body awareness.

By integrating Urge Surfing into your recovery plan, you adopt a proactive approach 
to managing cravings and urges. This technique not only helps in the immediate 
moment but also builds long-term mindfulness and emotional regulation skills, 
contributing to a stronger, more resilient journey in recovery.

Tool: Urge Surfing in Recovery (continued-1)
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For example:
Imagine the urge is a craving for an alcoholic drink during a social event, 
which is a common trigger situation.

For example:
Acknowledgment: “Hello, urge to drink. Thanks for helping me with this 
exercise.”

Feelings and Thoughts: I’m feeling a mix of temptation and a bit of social 
pressure. There’s a familiar thought that just one drink won’t hurt.

Physical Sensations: There’s a sense of tightness in my chest and a nervous 
feeling in my stomach.

Exercise: Practice Urge Surfing

Objective: To practice the technique of Urge Surfing when an urge arises.

Identify an Urge: Think of a recent urge you experienced recently. Briefly describe 
the urge.

Acknowledge and Feel the Urge: One way to acknowledge it is to talk to it. You 
can say to yourself, “Hello, urge. Thanks for helping me with this exercise.” This 
phrasing lets you acknowledge this practice urge without giving it too much weight 
and causing a real urge. Now, write down how you feel about this urge. What 
thoughts and emotions are you experiencing? Do you have any physical sensations?
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Exercise: Practice Urge Surfing (continued-1)

For example:
Catching the Wave: As the wave of craving approaches, I visualize myself 
getting on my surfboard, prepared but cautious.

Riding the Wave: While surfing this wave, I initially feel its strength – the 
pull towards having a drink feels strong. However, as I continue to ride, 
focusing on my breathing and balance, the urge begins to diminish.

Observations: At first, the craving felt almost overpowering, but as I 
metaphorically surfed it, the intensity lessened. The tightness in my chest 
eased, and the nervousness in my stomach calmed down.

Ride the Wave – Mindful Observation: Now, as if this is a real urge, ride the wave 
of the urge. Pretend you are a surfer, and the wave is the urge. Imagine hopping on 
your surfboard and catching the start of the wave. Imagine riding the wave towards 
the shore, where the wave finally dissipates.

Write down your observations. How did you feel when you first caught the wave? 
Did your feelings change as you rode the wave, and it lost power as it traveled toward 
the shore? Did your body sensations change as you rode the wave?
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Exercise: Practice Urge Surfing (continued-2)

For example:
Post-Urge Reflection: Watching the urge come and go without giving in 
was a powerful experience. It made me realize that I have control over my 
response to the craving.

Learning: This exercise taught me that my urges, while they can be intense, 
are not permanent. They peak and then fade away, much like a wave.

Confidence in Recovery: I now feel more confident in my ability to handle 
similar situations in the future. This technique of Urge Surfing gives me a 
practical tool to manage my cravings for alcohol, especially in socially 
triggering environments.

Reflect: After the urge has passed, take a moment to reflect on the experience. How 
did it feel to observe the urge rather than act on it? What did you learn about the 
nature of your urges? Do you feel more confident in your ability to handle urges?

Urge Surfing can be a valuable tool in alcohol addiction recovery, especially when 
dealing with social triggers. It reinforces the concept that cravings, like waves, are 
temporary and can be navigated through mindfulness and visualization techniques.


