
Educational resource. If you may be physically dependent on alcohol, stopping suddenly can be dangerous. Seek appropriate medical advice.

More free alcohol-change tools: www.detoxtoday.co.uk
J.S. McInally | Author of Alcohol: Cut Down. Stop. Stay Stopped.

THE ALCOHOL

CHANGE TOOLKIT

Practical behavioural-change tools for:

cutting down, stopping and staying stopped

Editable A4 • Complete online or download • Designed for individual tools or a complete toolkit  

http://www.detoxtoday.co.uk/


Educational resource. If you may be physically dependent on alcohol, stopping suddenly can be dangerous. Seek appropriate medical advice.

More free alcohol-change tools: www.detoxtoday.co.uk
J.S. McInally | Author of Alcohol: Cut Down. Stop. Stay Stopped.

THE ALCOHOL CHANGE TOOLKIT

1. What Is Alcohol Actually Doing For Me?
Drinking usually has a function. It may help you switch off, feel less anxious, reward yourself, connect socially or escape 

something uncomfortable. Change gets easier when you identify the job alcohol is doing rather than only counting the 

drinks.

EXAMPLE
Need: switch off after work → Alcohol promises: quick relief → Later cost: poor sleep and more anxiety → Alternative: eat, shower, 
walk, call someone, then decide.

Look for the pattern
What need appears most often? Is it relief, reward, confidence, sleep, connection, boredom or escape?

Situation / need What I want alcohol to 
change

What it gives me now What it costs later Another way to meet the 
need

WHAT WILL I DO NEXT?
Write one specific action you can take. Make it small enough to do, and specific enough that you know when you've done it.

My next action:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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2. The Drinking Chain
The drink is often the final step in a sequence. CBT and relapse-prevention work often look backwards: what happened, 

what you thought, what you felt, what the urge said, and what you did. Your opportunity is usually earlier in the chain.

EXAMPLE
Bad day → “I can't deal with this” → tense/angry → strong urge → stop at shop → drink. Possible interruption: eat and walk before 
driving home; text someone when the thought appears.

FIND THE BREAK POINT
Circle the earliest point where doing something different was realistic.

Situation Thought Feeling / body Urge / permission Action Consequence

WHAT WILL I DO NEXT?
Write one specific action you can take. Make it small enough to do, and specific enough that you know when you've done it.

My next action:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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3. The 20-Minute Craving Plan
An urge is not an instruction. Instead of trying to solve your relationship with alcohol while craving, delay the decision 

and change what happens during the next 20 minutes.

EXAMPLE
Urge 8/10 → leave kitchen, eat, walk outside, text someone, observe the urge without fighting it → reassess after 20 minutes.

REMEMBER
The goal is not to guarantee the urge disappears. The goal is to avoid automatically acting on it.

Time Action My version

0–5 Change location. Water. Eat if 
hungry.

5–10 Move: walk, shower, stretch, breathe.

10–15 Contact someone. Don't isolate with 
the urge.

15–20 Urge surf: notice sensations rise and 
change without obeying them.

Urge before: ____ /10     Urge after: ____ /10

________________________________________________________________________________

WHAT WILL I DO NEXT?
Write one specific action you can take. Make it small enough to do, and specific enough that you know when you've done it.

My next action:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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4. Play the Tape Forward
Craving tends to focus attention on the first drink and immediate relief. This exercise deliberately extends the mental 

picture beyond that first rewarding moment.

EXAMPLE
The thought shows me: glass of wine + relief. The full tape includes: more drinks → poor sleep → anxious morning → cancelled 
plans. Then compare that with not drinking.

ASK YOURSELF
Am I making a decision based on the first 30 minutes, or on the whole outcome?

Time point If I drink If I don't

First 30 minutes

Later tonight

Tomorrow morning

Tomorrow afternoon

Three days from now

Effect on what I'm building

WHAT WILL I DO NEXT?
Write one specific action you can take. Make it small enough to do, and specific enough that you know when you've done it.

My next action:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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5. Permission Thoughts
People often recognise cravings but miss the thought that gives the craving permission. Catching these thoughts 

creates a small gap between thinking something and acting on it.

EXAMPLE
“I've had an awful day. I deserve wine.” → The day was awful, but alcohol is not the only reward available → eat, shower and wait 
20 minutes before making any decision.

COMMON ONES
“One won't hurt.” • “I'll start tomorrow.” • “I've been good.” • “I need it.” • “I've already ruined today.”

What my brain said What makes it convincing? A more complete thought What I will DO now

WHAT WILL I DO NEXT?
Write one specific action you can take. Make it small enough to do, and specific enough that you know when you've done it.

My next action:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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6. My High-Risk Situation Map
“Alcohol is my trigger” is too vague to plan around. Make risk concrete: time, place, people, emotions and routines. 

Then design the response before the situation arrives.

EXAMPLE
Friday 6–8pm, home alone, hungry after work → risk 9/10 → food ready, gym at 6, no alcohol at home, call arranged for 8.

MAKE IT SPECIFIC
“Stress” is vague. “Driving home after a stressful Friday and passing my usual shop” is actionable.

Specific situation What usually happens Risk 0–10 Plan BEFORE it starts

WHAT WILL I DO NEXT?
Write one specific action you can take. Make it small enough to do, and specific enough that you know when you've done it.

My next action:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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7. If X Happens, I Will Y
Good intentions still require decisions. An if–then plan makes some of those decisions in advance, when you are calmer 

and able to think more clearly.

EXAMPLE
IF I pass my usual shop and think about stopping, THEN I will keep driving and phone my brother before I reach the next junction.

TEST IT
Could another person tell exactly what you are going to do? If not, make the THEN part more specific.

IF this happens... THEN I will...

WHAT WILL I DO NEXT?
Write one specific action you can take. Make it small enough to do, and specific enough that you know when you've done it.

My next action:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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8. Alcohol Cost-Benefit Analysis
A useful analysis does not pretend alcohol has no benefits. If it gave you nothing, changing it would be easy. Put the 

immediate rewards and delayed costs in the same picture.

EXAMPLE
Immediate benefit: anxiety drops quickly. Later cost: sleep worsens and next-day anxiety rises. This points to the real task: finding 
another fast way to regulate anxiety.

BE ACCURATE
Don't write what you think you should say. Write what alcohol genuinely does for you, then examine the whole cost.

Immediate / short-term Later / long-term

Benefits of drinking

Costs of drinking

Benefits of changing

Costs of changing

WHAT WILL I DO NEXT?
Write one specific action you can take. Make it small enough to do, and specific enough that you know when you've done it.

My next action:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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9. The Slip Autopsy
If you drank after intending not to, the useful question is not “What's wrong with me?” It is “What can this episode teach 

me?” Reconstruct the conditions and identify the earliest useful intervention.

EXAMPLE
Poor sleep → skipped lunch → argument → isolated → “I can't be bothered anymore” → bought alcohol. Learning: hunger + 
isolation + permission thought formed the critical combination.

NO MORAL VERDICT
Treat the episode as information. The aim is to strengthen the next plan, not produce shame.

24 hours before What was happening?

Sleep

Food / hunger

Stress

Conflict

Isolation

Mood

Cravings / exposure

First permission-giving thought:

________________________________________________________________________________

Last realistic break point:

________________________________________________________________________________

WHAT WILL I DO NEXT?
Write one specific action you can take. Make it small enough to do, and specific enough that you know when you've done it.

My next action: 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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10. Build My Replacement Life
Alcohol can occupy time, ritual, reward, relaxation, connection and excitement. Simply removing it can leave a vacuum. 

Sustainable change means deliberately putting something back.

EXAMPLE
Friday-night wine = transition + reward + switch-off. Replacement needs to do more than fill time: gym → favourite food → film → 
phone a friend.

QUALITY MATTERS
“Keep busy” is not enough. Ask what alcohol provided and choose something that meets at least part of the same need.

Part of life What alcohol occupied / provided What could genuinely replace that 
function?

WHAT WILL I DO NEXT?
Write one specific action you can take. Make it small enough to do, and specific enough that you know when you've done it.

My next action:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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11. My Drinking-Window Plan
Many drinking patterns have a predictable window. Plan those hours before you enter them: hunger, location, access to 

alcohol, company, activity and reward.

EXAMPLE
Risk window 6:30–9pm → eat by 6 → don't go to supermarket → walk dog at 7 → call at 8 → favourite dessert at 8:30.

DESIGN THE ENVIRONMENT
Make the desired behaviour easier and the drinking behaviour harder before the urge arrives.

Before / during my risk window My specific plan

WHAT WILL I DO NEXT?
Write one specific action you can take. Make it small enough to do, and specific enough that you know when you've done it.

My next action:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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12. What Am I Really Feeling?
“I feel bad” gives you very little information. Naming the emotion more precisely helps you choose a response that 

actually fits what is happening.

EXAMPLE
Restless + lonely, not simply “craving” → need: connection and stimulation → leave house, walk somewhere busy, call someone.

TRY THESE WORDS
Anxious • angry • lonely • ashamed • overwhelmed • bored • rejected • exhausted • restless • sad • frightened

What happened? What am I feeling? What might I need? What action fits that need?

WHAT WILL I DO NEXT?
Write one specific action you can take. Make it small enough to do, and specific enough that you know when you've done it.

My next action:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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13. Recovery Capital Audit
Changing alcohol becomes easier when the rest of life supports the change. Look at the resources around you — 

health, routine, relationships, purpose, support and meaningful activity.

EXAMPLE
Sleep 3/10, support 8/10, routine 4/10. Don't try to repair everything. Improving sleep or evening routine by 20% may reduce 
vulnerability.

DON'T FIX EVERYTHING
Choose the one area where a modest improvement could make drinking less likely.

Area 0–10 What would +20% look like? One action

Physical health

Sleep

Relationships

Purpose

Routine

Recovery support

Fun / meaning

WHAT WILL I DO NEXT?
Write one specific action you can take. Make it small enough to do, and specific enough that you know when you've done it.

My next action:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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14. The Bad Day Protocol
Some days are not ideal for ambitious self-improvement. On a high-stress day, simplify the objective: reduce 

vulnerability, get through the risk period and avoid making tomorrow harder.

EXAMPLE
Cancel unnecessary pressure → eat → hydrate → don't isolate → no major decisions → walk → contact support → early bed.

TODAY'S RULE
I do not need to fix my whole life today. I need to get safely through today.

For today My minimum plan

Eat

Hydrate

Don't isolate

Move

Avoid major decisions

Reduce unnecessary stress

Get through risk window

WHAT WILL I DO NEXT?
Write one specific action you can take. Make it small enough to do, and specific enough that you know when you've done it.

My next action:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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15. The Alcohol Experiment
If “forever” creates resistance, collect your own data instead. Choose a defined period and observe what actually 

happens rather than predicting it.

EXAMPLE
Prediction: sleep won't change much. After 14 days: sleep 5/10 → 8/10, morning anxiety 7/10 → 4/10. Your results may be 
different; that's why this is an experiment.

BE CURIOUS
The point is not to prove a predetermined conclusion. Record what actually changes — including things that don't.

Measure Before 0–10 My prediction After 0–10 What I noticed

Sleep

Anxiety

Mood

Energy

Concentration

Cravings

WHAT WILL I DO NEXT?
Write one specific action you can take. Make it small enough to do, and specific enough that you know when you've done it.

My next action:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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