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RECOVERY IN FOCUS
Boredom and the Flat Months

Why early recovery feels flat, and what to do about it - Recovery in Focus - Session Packet

There is a complaint almost everyone in early recovery makes, and almost nobody warns you about it:
everything feels flat. Food is fine. TV is fine. People are fine. Nothing is terrible, and nothing feels
good either. Some days that flatness is harder to take than a crisis would be. Clinicians have a word
for the strong version of this: anhedonia. It means the brain's ability to feel pleasure is turned down
low, like the volume knob on a radio turned almost to zero. It is not laziness. It is not ingratitude. It
does not mean sober life is boring. It is chemistry, and it is temporary.

Here is what happened. For years, drugs and alcohol gave your brain far bigger blasts of pleasure
than anything in normal life. To protect itself from those oversized blasts, your brain turned its own
pleasure volume down. Then you stopped using, but the volume stayed turned down. So a good meal,
a sunset, a paycheck, all of these still register, just quietly. The volume comes back up slowly, over
weeks and months. During that time, normal life feels duller than your brain expects, and that dull gap
is where boredom lives. Boredom is not a small thing in recovery. Ask around any group about
relapse stories and you will hear the same four words again and again: "I was just bored." This
session takes those words seriously.

What is in this session?

This session has four parts, usually covered over two group meetings:

1. The Flat Feeling 2. Why Boredom Is Dangerous

3. Empty Time 4. Turning the Volume Back Up

After this session you will be able to
e Explain why early recovery feels flat, and why that is temporary
e Tell the difference between feeling flat, real rest, and the start of depression
¢ Find your most dangerous empty hours and make a real plan for them

e Use slow, natural rewards to help your brain heal faster

What will be asked of you?

You will be asked to tell the truth about the flat feeling, including the discouraging thought that
usually comes with it. You will also be asked to plan your empty hours like the risk they are. Nobody
here will tell you sober life is a constant adventure. We will show you why it starts out quiet, and how
the good feelings come back.
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Part 1: The Flat Feeling

WAIT, REALLY?

In a famous study, people were asked to simply sit alone with their thoughts for about fifteen
minutes. Many found it so uncomfortable that they chose to give themselves electric shocks
instead, just to feel something. One man shocked himself 190 times. Normal brains would rather feel

something bad than feel nothing at all.

Think about what that means for this room. If people with normal brains fight that hard against
feeling nothing, imagine what "nothing" feels like to a brain whose pleasure volume was turned down
by years of drug and alcohol use. The flat months are not a character problem. The flat months are a
brain healing itself, and the discomfort is real. It deserves respect, and it deserves a plan.

EXERCISE 1

Answer yes or no:

1. Since getting sober, things I used to enjoy feel quieter than they should. [] Yes
] No

2. Some days the flatness bothers me more than cravings do. [1 Yes [1 No
3. I have wondered if sober life is just going to be like this forever. [] Yes [] No

4. Sitting alone with nothing to do makes me restless fast. [] Yes [ No

EXERCISE 2: FLAT, RESTED, OR DEPRESSED?
Three things can feel similar, and they are not the same. Check any you have felt lately:

[1 Flat: things feel muted, but I still [] Rested: quiet time that actually feels

function and I still have some okay
moments [l Possibly depressed: two weeks or

good, not empty

more of feeling low most of the day, sleep
and energy off, nothing sounds good at all

The third one points to depression, not boredom. If you checked it, talk with your counselor this

week. (The Hard Emotions session covers it fully.)
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EXERCISE 3

Write about the last time the flat feeling got strong. What was that day like, and what
discouraging thought came with it?
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Part 2: Why Boredom Is Dangerous

"I was just bored" shows up in relapse stories constantly. Here is why. When you are bored, your brain
has nothing to chase, so it starts searching its memory for the biggest reward it ever had. For anyone
with a using history, the biggest reward in that memory is drugs or alcohol. Boredom is also sneaky
about danger. It does not feel like a risk. It feels like a slow Sunday afternoon. Nobody braces
themselves against a boring afternoon the way they would brace themselves at a funeral or a bar, so
your guard is down at the exact moment the old memory shows up. And boredom rarely comes alone.
It stacks up with feeling lonely, feeling restless, having no plans, and having money in your pocket. By
the time the using thought arrives, it does not look like danger. It looks like entertainment.

EXERCISE 4

Answer yes or no:
1. Boredom played a part in my using history. [] Yes [] No

2. My using thoughts show up more on empty days than on hard days. [] Yes
[ ] No

3. I have treated a dangerous empty day like it was a harmless one. [ ] Yes [] No

Cole

Cole's dangerous day is not Friday. It is Sunday afternoon. His meeting is in the morning,
football ends around four, nobody texts back, dinner is whatever is in the fridge. By five o'clock
the apartment is silent and the silence is starting to bother him. He is not sad, not stressed, not
angry. He feels nothing at all. And into that nothing comes the most reasonable-sounding
thought he will hear all week: it would just be something to do.

EXERCISE 5

1. What makes Cole's Sunday more dangerous than his Friday?

2. "It would just be something to do.” Why is that thought harder to argue with than "I
need it"?

3. What is your version of Cole's Sunday at five? Name the actual day and hour if you can.
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End of Class 1. Talk it out:
e Which bothers you more right now, cravings or the flat feeling? Be honest.

e What is your most dangerous empty hour of the week?
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Part 3: Empty Time

You cannot out-argue boredom in the moment. The move that works happens earlier: find your empty
hours before they find you, and put something in them on purpose. This is not a lecture about staying
busy. It is about finding the dangerous hours in your week before they arrive. Think about how full
your schedule used to be when you were using: getting it, using it, recovering from it, hiding it. Those
activities ate your whole week. Sobriety hands all of those hours back at once, with nothing in them.
Filling them is not killing time. It is real recovery work.

EXERCISE 6: THE EMPTY-HOURS LIST

Mark your week honestly. Where are the empty stretches, two hours or more, with no plan and

no people?

Day My empty stretch (what hours) Risk level (low / medium / high)

Weekdays

Friday night

Saturday

Sunday

My single highest-risk stretch:
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EXERCISE 7: PUT A PLAN IN THE HOUR

Take your highest-risk stretch and fill it with a specific plan. Vague plans lose to boredom.

Appointments win, because an appointment has a time and a person attached.

The stretch:

What is going in it (specific, with a start time):

Who is involved, or who knows the plan:

The backup if it falls through:

Authored 2026 - May be copied for group use Page 7 SESSION PACKET



RECOVERY IN FOCUS BOREDOM AND THE FLAT MONTHS

Part 4: Turning the Volume Back Up

The volume comes back faster when you use it. Natural rewards are the kind you earn slowly: moving
your body, making or fixing something, finishing something, learning something, spending time with
real people. These are the activities that teach your reward system what normal feels like again. Fair
warning: at first they will feel underwhelming. That is the low volume, not the activity. The research on
recovering reward systems says the same thing group veterans say: it comes back, it comes back
gradually, and it comes back faster for people who keep doing the slow, real activities while the brain
heals. Two warnings. First, do not keep checking whether things feel good yet ("did that feel good
ENOUGH?"). There is an old saying that a watched pot never boils, and it applies here: checking
constantly just makes the wait feel longer. Do the activity, expect it to feel quiet, and let the change
sneak up on you. Second, watch out for the fast rewards that promise to fix boredom and actually
feed it: endless scrolling, gambling, all-day gaming. Those hit hard and fast, which keeps the volume

turned down, the exact opposite of what your brain needs.

EXERCISE 8
Check what you genuinely used to enjoy, before or even during the using years:

[] Making or fixing things [0 Drawing, writing, photos

Cooking Cars, bikes, engines

Sports or lifting Games with real people

Fishing, hiking, being outside Animals

OO0 d

Music, playing or finding it Helping somebody with something

I O A

Other:

The one I could actually restart this month:

EXERCISE 9: THE RESTART

The old activity I am restarting:

The smallest possible first step (twenty minutes or less):

When, exactly:

What I will tell myself when it feels underwhelming:
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SKILL OF THE DAY: ONE REAL THING A DAY

Once a day this week, do twenty minutes of one natural reward: move, make, finish, learn, or
spend time with a real person. Do not rate how it felt. Expect quiet. The volume comes back on
its own schedule, and it comes back faster for people who keep showing up.

Take it to the group

e What did the shock study tell you about your own empty hours?

e What is the most discouraging thought the flat feeling has given you?
e Who in this room shares your dangerous hour? Compare plans.

e What came back first for you, or what are you still waiting on?

Session summary

Early recovery feels flat because the brain turned its own pleasure volume down to survive the using
years, and it heals slowly. Boredom is a genuine relapse risk that disguises itself as a harmless slow
day. In this session you told the truth about the flat feeling, learned to tell it apart from rest and from
depression, mapped your dangerous empty hours and filled the worst one with a real plan, and picked
one natural reward to restart so the volume comes back faster.

Words used in this session
¢ Anhedonia: the brain's pleasure volume turned down low. Common in early recovery, temporary,
and chemical rather than moral.

¢ The flat months: the stretch of early recovery where normal life feels muted while the reward
system heals.

e Empty hours: stretches of the week with no plan and no people. This is where "it would just be
something to do" shows up.

¢ Natural rewards: the slow, earned kind: moving, making, finishing, learning, real company. The
practice that helps the brain relearn normal volume.

Takeaway: The flat feeling is your brain healing, not the rest of your life. Plan your empty hours like
the risk they are, do one real thing a day, and give the volume time to come back. It does come
back.
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