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Description

Marlatt & Gordon’s cognitive behavioral model of 
relapse (1985) conceptualizes relapse as a “transitional 
process, a series of events that unfold over time” 
(Larimer et al., 1999). This is in contrast to alternative 
models which view relapse as an end-point or ‘treatment 
failure’. Flexibility is a key advantage of such transitional 
models: they provide guidance and opportunities for 
intervening at multiple stages in the relapse process in 
order to prevent or reduce relapse episodes.

Marlatt & Gordon’s full model provides a detailed 
taxonomy of the factors which can lead to relapse 
episodes. Larimer et al (1999) describe how these factors 
fall into two core categories:

1. Immediate determinants – such as high-risk 
situations, or an individual’s coping skills.

2. Covert antecedents – such as an imbalanced lifestyle 
which leads to urges and cravings.

The cognitive behavioral model of relapse helps 
clinicians to develop individualized treatment plans for 
clients at risk of relapse. Once the characteristics of each 
individual’s high risk situations have been assessed the 
clinician can:

• Work forwards by analysing their client’s response to 
these situations.

• Work backward to examine factors that increase the 
individual’s exposure to high risk situations.

With these individual difficulties formulated and 
understood, the clinician can help their client to 
broaden their repertoire of cognitive and behavioral 
strategies in order to reduce risk of relapse.

While the model was designed for working with clients 
struggling with alcohol problems it has been applied 
to addictive and impulsive behaviors more broadly 
(Marlat & Donovan, 2005) including problematic eating 
behaviors (Mines & Merrill, 1987).

Instructions

This is a Psychology Tools information handout. 
Suggested uses include:

• Client handout – use as a psychoeducation resource.

• Discussion point – use to provoke a discussion and 
explore client beliefs.

• Therapist learning tool – improve your familiarity 
with a psychological construct.

• Teaching resource – use as a learning tool during 
training.
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Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.
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