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The ABCs model is a cognitive-behavioral tool that has been adapted and expanded 
in the context of addiction recovery, particularly by SMART Recovery. This model 
offers a structured approach to understanding and changing the thought processes 
often underlying addictive behaviors.

Origins of the ABC Model

The ABC model originates from Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), developed by 
Dr. Albert Ellis and expanded by Dr. Aaron T. Beck. It stands for Antecedent, Beliefs, 
and Consequences and is used to understand how our perceptions about events (not 
the events themselves) often dictate our emotional and behavioral responses.

The ABCDE Model in SMART Recovery

SMART Recovery (Self-Management and Recovery Training), an international non-
profit organization that supports individuals seeking abstinence from addictive 
behaviors, extends the traditional ABC model by changing the ‘A’ to ‘Activating 
Event’ and adding ‘Disputing’ and ‘Effective New Belief’ stages.

Detailed Description of the ABCDE Model in Recovery

The ABCDE model, as adapted for use in addiction recovery, particularly by SMART 
Recovery, offers a comprehensive approach to understanding and managing the 
thoughts and behaviors associated with addiction. This model is a cognitive-
behavioral tool that helps individuals identify and alter destructive thought patterns, 
ultimately leading to healthier and more constructive behaviors.

A - Activating Event

B - Belief About the Event

C - Consequences

D - Dispute the Belief

E - Effective New Belief

The ABCs of Coping with Urges and Cravings
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Overview of Each Component

A - Activating Event:

The trigger or situation that initiates the chain of thoughts and behaviors. In the 
context of addiction recovery, activating events could range from encountering 
a stressful situation or feeling a particular emotion to being in an environment 
associated with past substance use.

B - Beliefs:

The immediate thoughts or beliefs that arise in response to the activating event. 
Often, these beliefs are automatic and can be deeply ingrained. They might be 
rational or irrational and significantly influence emotional and behavioral responses. 
In recovery, these beliefs could manifest as self-defeating thoughts or justifications 
for substance use.

C - Consequences:

Consequences refer to the emotional and behavioral outcomes that result from the 
beliefs. This includes emotional reactions such as anxiety, sadness, or anger, as well 
as behaviors, which, in the context of addiction, might consist of cravings or actions 
that lead to substance use.

D - Disputing:

This critical step emphasized in SMART Recovery, involves challenging the beliefs 
identified in Step B. The goal here is to evaluate these thoughts critically to 
determine their validity and helpfulness. By disputing irrational or harmful beliefs, 
it’s possible to mitigate their impact on emotions and behaviors. This step is where 
cognitive restructuring occurs – identifying distortions in thinking and correcting 
them.

E - Effective New Belief:

The final step is developing and adopting a new, more rational, constructive belief to 
replace the disputed belief. This new belief should lead to healthier emotional and 
behavioral consequences. It’s a belief that supports the individual’s recovery goals 
and aligns more closely with reality and positive self-perception.

Applying the ABCs in Recovery

In practical terms, the ABCs you to take control of of your thought processes.

	� Understanding Triggers: The model helps identify specific thoughts and 
feelings triggered by certain events, which is crucial for understanding personal 
addiction patterns.

	� Challenging and Changing Thoughts: Individuals can change their thought 
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patterns to align with recovery goals by disputing irrational or unhelpful 
beliefs.

	� Empowering Self-Management: The model empowers individuals to take 
control of their reactions and responses, which is essential for sustained 
recovery.

By dissecting and understanding the sequence from trigger to behavior, it becomes 
possible to intervene and change the course of one’s actions. This intervention 
primarily happens at the ‘D’ step – disputing irrational beliefs – which requires 
honesty, self-reflection, and, sometimes, guidance from a therapist or a support 
group.

Example of Using the ABCs in Recovery

To illustrate how the ABCs can be effectively used in addiction recovery, let’s consider 
a common scenario that someone in recovery might face:

Scenario: A Stressful Day at Work

A - Activating Event:

John, who is in recovery from alcohol addiction, has an exceptionally stressful 
day at work. He’s faced with tight deadlines and critical feedback from his 
boss.

B - Beliefs:

John thinks, “I can’t handle this pressure. The only way I’ve ever coped with 
stress like this is by drinking. Maybe just one drink will help me relax.”

C - Consequences:

These thoughts lead to an intense craving for alcohol. John feels anxious and 
overwhelmed, convinced that he cannot cope with the stress without reverting 
to his old habit of drinking.

D - Disputing:

John recognizes that this pattern of thinking is a part of his addiction. He 
challenges his beliefs by asking himself:

“Is alcohol the only way I can handle stress?”
“What are the consequences if I drink? Will it really solve my problems?”
“Have I managed stress without alcohol since I started my recovery?”

E - Effective New Belief:

John develops a new belief: “While it’s true that I used to cope with stress 
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through drinking, I have learned new, healthier ways to manage. I can try 
some deep breathing exercises, go for a walk, or call a friend for support. 
Drinking will only set back my recovery and won’t solve my work problems.”

Implementing the New Belief:

John decides to go for a brisk walk during his break and plans to attend a 
support group meeting after work. He also schedules a time to talk with his 
boss about the workload. By choosing these actions, he effectively manages his 
stress and reinforces his commitment to sobriety.

Outcome:

John successfully navigates through a triggering situation using the ABCDE 
model without relapsing. He feels empowered and confident in handling stress 
in healthier ways and remains committed to his recovery journey.

Wrap-up: Embracing the ABCDEs in the Journey of Recovery

The ABCs are a cornerstone in the cognitive-behavioral approach to addiction 
recovery, offering a structured and insightful method for understanding and altering 
the thought processes that often underpin addictive behaviors. By dissecting the 
sequence from an activating event through the beliefs and consequences and then 
actively disputing and restructuring these beliefs, individuals gain a powerful tool for 
self-awareness and change.

The model’s strength lies in its ability to make the often-automatic process of 
thought and reaction more visible and manageable. It empowers individuals to 
pause, reflect, and choose a different path that leads away from destructive patterns 
and towards healthier, more constructive behaviors. In recovery, this ability to 
identify and change one’s thought patterns is crucial for overcoming the challenges 
of addiction and for building a foundation for long-term sobriety and well-being.

Moreover, the ABCs model goes beyond just managing addiction. It promotes broader 
personal development and emotional growth. It helps individuals in recovery 
not only to avoid relapse but also to understand themselves better, improve their 
relationships, and cope more effectively with life’s various stresses and challenges.

By embracing the ABCs in recovery, individuals are not just learning to stay sober; 
they are learning to live more consciously, more deliberately, and more fully. It is a 
journey beyond recovery to touch every aspect of life, offering a pathway to sobriety 
and a richer, more fulfilling existence.

“Between stimulus and response, there is a space. In that 
space is our power to choose our response. In our response 
lies our growth and our freedom.” – Viktor E. Frankl.
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Tool: The ABCs – Practical Use in the Moment

The ABCs, adapted for real-time use in recovery, is a practical tool to manage and 
overcome urges as they occur. This approach involves using the model not just as a 
reflective exercise but as an on-the-spot strategy to address challenges directly. Here’s 
how you can apply the ABCs as a tool during moments of temptation or stress:

A - Acknowledge the Activating Event: When you encounter a situation that triggers 
an urge, immediately recognize and acknowledge it as your activating event.

B - Identify Your Beliefs: Notice the immediate thoughts or beliefs that arise in 
response to this event. These might be automatic and could range from self-doubt to 
rationalizations for substance use.

C - Consider the Consequences: Pause to think about the potential emotional and 
behavioral consequences that would follow from these beliefs and actions.

D - Dispute Irrational Beliefs: Challenge any irrational or unhelpful beliefs on the 
spot. Ask yourself questions like, “Is this thought accurate? Is there another way to 
view this situation? What would I advise a friend in the same situation?”

E - Establish an Effective New Belief: Formulate a new, healthier belief that counters 
the old one. This belief should be based on rational thinking and aligned with your 
recovery goals.

Respond with the New Belief in Mind: Act based on this new belief. Allow it to 
guide your emotional response and actions, toward choices supporting your recovery.

Tips for Effective Use:

	� Quick Reflection: Practice running through the ABC steps in your mind quickly. 
The faster you can do this, the more effective it will be in real-time situations.

	� Regular Practice: Like any skill, using the ABCs effectively takes practice. 
Regularly run through scenarios in your mind and apply the model.

	� Journaling: After using the model, it can be helpful to journal about the 
experience. What did you learn? How effective was it?

	� Seek Support if Needed: If you find it challenging to dispute irrational beliefs 
on your own, don’t hesitate to reach out to a support person or group.

The Role of this Tool in Recovery:

Using the ABCs as a tool empowers you to take control of your thoughts and 
behaviors in the moment, reducing the risk of relapse. It provides a structured way to 
navigate challenging situations, ensuring that your responses align with your long-
term recovery goals.
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Exercise: ABCs Practice

Objective: Using the ABCs to reflect on a past urge, understand its dynamics, and 
learn how applying it could help make a more supportive decision for your recovery.

Identify a Past Urge: Recall a recent or significant past urge to drink or use 
substances. Choose an instance that stands out in your memory.

For example:
John, who is in recovery from alcohol addiction, attends a family gathering. 
At the event, he notices several family members enjoying drinks, and this 
triggers a strong craving for alcohol.

For example:
John initially thinks, “I can’t handle these gatherings without a drink. 
Everyone else is drinking, and I deserve some relief too. I can’t enjoy myself 
or relax without alcohol.”

Describe the Activating Event: Write about the event or situation that triggered this 
urge. What were you doing? Who were you with? What was happening around you?

Outline Your Beliefs at the Time: Reflect on your thoughts and beliefs in response to 
the activating event. What were you telling yourself? Were these thoughts rational 
or irrational?
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Exercise: ABCs Practice (continued-1)

For example:
As a result of these beliefs, John feels increasingly anxious and left out. 
The craving for alcohol intensifies, and he starts to feel resentful and 
agitated.

For example:
John then uses the ABCs and begins to dispute his initial thoughts:

“It’s not true that I can’t handle social gatherings without alcohol. I’ve 
done it before.”

“Drinking won’t actually solve my anxiety; it will only set back my 
progress.”

“I can enjoy myself and relax in other ways that align with my recovery 
goals.”

Consequences of These Beliefs: Consider the emotional and behavioral 
consequences that followed from these beliefs. How did you feel? What actions did 
you take or were tempted to take?

Dispute the Beliefs: With hindsight, challenge these beliefs. Ask yourself: Were they 
accurate? Were they helpful? What evidence did you have for and against these 
beliefs?
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Exercise: ABCs Practice (continued-2)

For example:
John adopts a new belief: “I am capable of enjoying this gathering sober. 
I can focus on connecting with family and enjoying the food. My recovery is 
my priority, and I can get through this without alcohol.”

As a result, John’s anxiety begins to decrease. He feels a sense of pride in 
his ability to stay committed to his recovery goals. He starts engaging in 
conversations, focusing on the positive aspects of the gathering.

Create an Effective New Belief: Formulate a new, healthier belief you could have 
used in that situation. How would this belief have changed your emotional and 
behavioral response?

Learning and Future Application: Write down the insights gained from this 
exercise. How can you apply these learnings to future urges? How can this exercise 
improve your response in similar situations moving forward?

The ABCs offer numerous benefits, including enhanced awareness of personal 
triggers and thought patterns, skill development in applying the model effectively in 
real situations, and empowerment through practical strategies to manage thoughts 
and responses. Regular practice of this exercise cultivates greater mastery over the 
model, bolstering resilience in navigating through urges and making decisions that 
reinforce ongoing recovery.


