
How common is it to continue to have cravings after several months in recovery and working a solid program in AA/NA?  
By Peggy L. Ferguson, Ph.D.

Generally speaking the longer that you are sober, the fewer cravings you will have.  It takes quite awhile for the drugs (including alcohol) to leave your system and as it does, detox sets up intense cravings.  The longer that you go without using, the less frequent the cravings.  Keep in mind that for your body to detox, you must be abstinent from all mood altering drugs.  You can't switch drugs of choice and actually detox your body.  There are lots of other things that can trigger cravings as well.  When you find yourself in a position where you used to use the chemical for dealing with (or not dealing with) something, your body "misses" the effect of the drug and "craves" it.  As you apply living/coping skills to the daily issues of your life, the less you will "miss" the drug.  Living/coping skills do not magically appear when you get sober.  They develop through consciously applying the principles of recovery, identifying what your problem areas are and deliberately addressing those, then practicing the new "skills" over time.  Additionally, certain visual, auditory, olfactory, and other sensory experiences can trigger cravings.  If your drink of choice is Jack Daniel and  you see a Jack Daniel bottle, and/or smell the poured drink, it can be a "trigger" for a craving to occur.  If you are driving down the block where your drug connection lives, it can trigger a craving.  People are often triggered by music that was associated with their drinking/using.  These events (seeing booze, driving past familiar drug environments, other sensory cues) will continue to happen.  Eventually, as you resist the triggers and cravings and do not use/drink, the strength of the association between the cues and the drinking/drugging will be all but eliminated, and the cravings will very infrequently occur. 

Having said all that, most people in early recovery, continue to experience fairly frequent cravings into the beginning of the second year of abstinence.  The cravings fade dramatically after several months.  Having cravings does not mean that you are not working a good program of recovery.  It is simply part of addiction and early recovery. 
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