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Precontemplation 
During the precontemplation stage, substance-using persons are not considering change 
and do not intend to change behaviors in the foreseeable future. They may be partly or 
completely unaware that a problem exists, that they have to make changes, and that they 
may need help in this endeavor.  
 
Contemplation 
As these individuals become aware that a problem exists, they begin to perceive that there 
may be cause for concern and reasons to change. Typically, they are ambivalent, 
simultaneously seeing reasons to change and reasons not to change. Individuals in this 
stage are still using substances, but they are considering the possibility of stopping or 
cutting back in the near future.  
 
Preparation 
When an individual perceives that the envisioned advantages of change and adverse 
consequences of substance use outweigh any positive features of continuing use at the 
same level and maintaining the status quo, the decisional balance tips in favor of change. 
Once instigation to change occurs, an individual enters the preparation stage, during which 
commitment is strengthened. Preparation entails more specific planning for change, such as 
making choices about whether treatment is needed and, if so, what kind.  
 
Action 
Individuals in the action stage choose a strategy for change and begin to pursue it. At this 
stage, clients are actively modifying their habits and environment. They are making drastic 
lifestyle changes and may be faced with particularly challenging situations and the 
physiological effects of withdrawal. Clients may begin to reevaluate their own self-image as 
they move from excessive or hazardous use to nonuse or safe use. For many, the action 
stage can last from 3 to 6 months following termination or reduction of substance use. For 
some, it is a honeymoon period before they face more daunting and longstanding 
challenges. 
 
Maintenance 
During the maintenance stage, efforts are made to sustain the gains achieved during the 
action stage. Maintenance is the stage at which people work to sustain sobriety and prevent 
recurrence (Marlatt and Gordon, 1985). Extra precautions may be necessary to keep from 
reverting to problematic behaviors. Individuals learn how to detect and guard against 
dangerous situations and other triggers that may cause them to use substances again. In 
most cases, individuals attempting long-term behavior change do return to use at least once 
and revert to an earlier stage (relapse) (Prochaska et al., 1992). Recurrence of symptoms 
can be viewed as part of the learning process. Knowledge about the personal cues or 
dangerous situations that contribute to recurrence is useful information for future change 
attempts. Maintenance requires prolonged behavioral change--by remaining abstinent or 
moderating consumption to acceptable, targeted levels--and continued vigilance for a 
minimum of 6 months to several years, depending on the target behavior. 
 
 
(Prochaska and DiClemente, 1992).  


