
I have been working as an addictions counsellor for many years now. I work with clients and their 
families who have been affected by drug and alcohol addiction, including a growing number 
addicted to prescription drugs. I really enjoy my job, and feel extremely privileged to be part of their 
journey through recovery. It takes huge courage on their part to overcome the obstacles, and 
perseverance to stick to their new lifestyle. But the benefits are worth it. 

 One of the tools we use is the Cycle of Change by Prochaska and Diclemente*. It is a simple, 
common sense approach to the stages people go through when they make changes in their life.  

Not only does it help people identify where they are on their journey through recovery from 
addiction, it has also helped me make changes in my own life. It was initially formulated to help 
people stop smoking, but it is true for making any changes.  

 

The first stage is called pre-contemplation. With regards to addiction, this is the stage when people 
think ‘Problem? What problem?’ They just want to continue with what they are doing and be left 
alone. It could be called being in denial or burying their head in the sand. They do not appreciate 
people around them telling them what they don’t want to hear. They ignore all the bad things that 
happen as a result of their addiction and behaviour.  

The second stage is called contemplation . It is when people start to become aware of the problem, 
but don’t do anything about it. However, they may pay more attention to their loved one’s concerns 
and they may start talking about their own. This is when people start to weigh up pros and cons. 
Motivation starts to build. The seed is sown! 

I used these stages to help me when I made the leap into contemplation around becoming vegan. 
But it can be used to make any changes in life. After being vegetarian for most of my life, I became 



more aware that a plant based diet has less impact on our planet.  I learnt that at least 60% of all 
mammals on earth are livestock and how much land is needed just to feed them. If everyone went 
vegan, we would need only a ¼ amount of the land that we currently use for agriculture. We 
wouldn’t be clearing land as we are now.*   I had moved into contemplation, but I wasn’t ready to 
make any changes. This is quite uncomfortable, as it is also the stage when people start to believe in 
one thing but continue to do something else.  

The next stage of the cycle is preparation. I researched a bit more and the decision to become vegan 
began to cement in my mind. I mentioned it to horrified family members! This stage took a while 
before I was ready to take the plunge. With addictions, this stage is about facing fears, and working 
through what the barriers are. This may be ‘but how will I survive without ….?’ ‘What do I need to 
change in my life to make this possible?’ ‘It scares me because…’ ‘It will be difficult because…’ This 
stage is about making those barriers less scary. It can also about connecting with others who have 
already done it and can give you tips. It’s about making the change feel more possible.  

 People who just take the plunge into action generally find it a lot harder so it helps if preparation is 
robust and well thought out. This may be to decide to stop the addiction or behaviour all in one go. 
This might involve picking a date and put in place any plans to make success more likely. The 
alternative is to plan a reduction. For me, I knew that I could not cut out all my non-vegan food all in 
one go. I decided to go down the reduction route. It is about taking small steps that feel achievable.  
I reduced my vast cheese intake first – actually this was not as difficult as I thought it was going to 
be. Instead of having it daily, I had cheese-free days and just increased these. Without trying, I lost ½ 
a stone and various health complaints cleared up, including all my acne – what a bonus! At the same 
time, I experimented with other foods until I found what I liked.  It was fun to experiment – even 
when they went wrong and we could laugh about it as a family! We have been more adventurous 
and discovered new food we wouldn’t otherwise have tried. I am cooking more from scratch. I am 
far more aware about the food I am eating and where it comes from. I try and watch my air miles 
and buy local.  Taking action is about reminding yourself what is motivating you, being kind when it 
feels difficult and not giving up! 

An integral part of The Cycle of Change are the lapses and relapses. For example these include eating 
my children’s chocolate supply (confession time!), finishing off the pizza and eating cakes at work, 
especially during the afternoon tiredness dip. Just like with addiction, it is about learning from each 
lapse (a one off) or relapse (a lapse that lasts longer) for example when I eat for emotional reasons, 
when I am hungry and there are no alternatives. I now carry yummy vegan snakes with me 
everywhere. But this is the same with any change of routine – when we feel tired, stressed or 
anxious, it is more difficult to stick to new routines. But we learn from our mistakes, and each lapse 
takes us further up the spiral staircase to our goal. Each lapse is an opportunity to learn and tweak 
our lifestyle to make them less likely.  

This takes us to the final stage of the Cycle of Change – maintenance. This is about being able to 
sustain the changes, so that they become the norm. It is said that changes take about 12 weeks to 
become engrained, depending on the person, the situation and what happens during those 12 
weeks. But generally, this worked for me. For each change I made and stuck to, after 12 weeks, it 
would feel hard to go back.  

So good luck with any changes you want to make in your life.  



‘It doesn’t matter how slowly you go as long as you do not stop’ Confucius 

 

*DiClemente C. C. & Prochaska J.O. (1998) Toward a comprehensive, transtheoretical model of 
change: Stages of change and addictive behaviours. 

* S L Bridle ‘Food and Climate Change Without the Hot Air’ 

 

 

  


