
HANDOUT 3

KeyPoints  about  Red  andGreen  Flags

Red  andGreen  Flags

Redflags aremessages ofdistress. Just as afever is asign  that  youmust restyourbody, the redflags  are

signs  that  you are inemotional  distress.  With  PTSD andsubstance  abuse, thetendency istopush  them out ofmind,

unconscious, notseeing  thesigns astheyoccur. But it isessential tonotice the redflags  and tovalidate that  they are

there for areason;  they are notsigns ofweakness orfailure, butmessages toattend toyourself.

Remember  "budding."  Some  people arehelped bytheacronym"BUD"-"Building Up toDrinking." You

could  also use"Building Up toDanger." The list ofredflags inHandouts 1and 2can be asign  that  you aregearing

up toactdestructively.  There is awindow ofopportunity  during  which  you cacanstopyourself  fromslidingdownhill if

you can  see thewarning  signs  andactively try tocope  withthem.  Thusdangerous  times inboth  PTSD andsubstance

abuse are notall-or-none  events, butrathergradual  buildups thatallow  time tosaveyourself.

Help  fromothers isessential asdangerescalates. As redflagsincrease, theneed toreach out for  help

from  safepeopleincreases too.  One ofthemostdifficult  aspects ofPTSD  andsubstance  abuse isisolation. Assymp-

tomsincrease, thetendency is tohideaway.  That's  why it isnecessary toplan inadvance  whom you will  call  and to

prepare thatperson forhow tohelp  youthrough adangerous time.Rehearse  what you will say toeach  other.

Listen tothe"whispers"  before  theybecome"screams." Asafety  planidentifies  yourwarning  signs

andways torespond tothem.  Thesafety  plan inHandout 2hasthree  levels sothat  you canattend tomilddanger
signs  (level 1)before  theybecome anemergency (level 3).Theearlier intheprocess you takeaction, thebetter.

Asdangerincreases, sodoesacting outrather  thantalking.  Notice  thatmany ofthedanger  signs are

behaviors. Asdistressincreases, it isessential tokeeptalking  about  yourfeelings;otherwise  you'll  likely  findyourself

"acting  them  out" inyourbehavior.  Think of asmall  child  who  feels  hurt  andstartspunching awall.When thechild

cannot  express thefeelings  directly,  they getacted out.

Mostsubstance  abuserelapses  occur  within 90days ofabstinence.  Research  shows thefirst 90days to

be avulnerable  time,acrossvarioussubstances ofabuse(heroin,smoking,  alcohol).  Thusknowing  yourdanger  signs

isespecially  important inearlyrecovery.

Noticespiraling. Inrecovery,  there is aprocess of"spiraling" or"snowballing" that  canoccur inboth  posi-

tive  andnegativedirections. Adownward  spiraloccurs  whensymptoms start topick upspeed and getworse and

worse,  oftenrapidly. Anupward  spiraloccurs  when  yourrecovery  efforts are sopersistent thatgoodthings  begin to
happen. Forexample, you get ajob,  and aretherefore able toget anapartment in asafer  area,where you canmake

friends  withhealthier  people, and soon...

Acknowledgments: Theconcept ofrelapsewarning  signs isdescribed indetail inMarlatt andGordon  (1985).  Theterm  "red  flag" isfromTrotter
(1992).  Thesafety  plan(Handout 2) isderived  from aform  used intheMcLean  HospitalWomen's DayTreatment  Program,  authorunknown. Ask
yourtherapist forguidance ifyouwould like tolocate any ofthesesources.
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