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Understanding Urge Surfing

Originating from the practice of mindfulness, urge surfing is a technique

developed by the renowned psychologist Dr. Alan Marlatt. The philosophy

behind urge surfing is relatively straightforward: rather than fighting against our

urges or conceding to them, we observe and "surf" them like a wave.

The principle is to recognize that urges rise, peak, and fall just like waves do.

Scientifically, any urge tends to intensify and then diminish after a period—often

within 20 to 30 minutes. The concept of urge surfing empowers individuals by

teaching them to ride out their urges until they naturally wane.

In everyday life, we are often faced with powerful urges or cravings, be it the temptation

of a sugary treat when we're on a diet, the pull to scroll endlessly through social media

when we're supposed to be working, or even bigger challenges like the desire to smoke

or consume alcohol for those trying to quit. These urges can feel overwhelming, leading

us to act in ways that don't align with our goals or values. But what if there were a way to

ride out these urges without being controlled by them? Enter "urge surfing," a powerful

therapeutic tool designed to help manage and overcome compulsions.

RIDING THE WAVE: MASTERING

URGE SURFING FOR BETTER

SELF-CONTROL



STEPS INVOLVED IN URGE

SURFING

Notice the Urge: When you feel the pull of an urge, take a moment to pause and

acknowledge it. Instead of reacting instinctively, observe the sensation in your body—

where do you feel this urge? Is it a tension in your chest, a tightening in your throat, or

maybe a restlessness in your legs?

Acknowledge It Without Judgment:  Realize that urges are normal, temporary

states, and everyone experiences them. Avoid self-judgmental thoughts like, “I

shouldn’t be feeling this way.” Instead, try, “Here is the thought/desire, I see you.”

Focus on Your Breath:  Like any mindfulness practice, a cornerstone of urge surfing is

the breath. Breathe deeply and steadily. Your breath can be an anchor, helping you stay

present as the urge passes. Imagine you’re on a surfboard atop the wave, riding it out

with your breath.

Ride the Urge Like a Wave: As the urge comes and goes, envision it as ocean waves

that grow and eventually fade away alongside the shore. Try to remain an observer

of these waves rather than being swept away by them.

Remember Your Values and Goals: It's helpful to periodically remind yourself why

you’re implementing urge surfing. What long-term goals or values do you have that

would benefit from managing this urge effectively?
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 URGE SURFING

Benefits of Urge Surfing

- Improved Self-Control:  By honing the skill of riding out your urges, you reinforce the

habit of choosing responses rather than reacting impulsively.

- Reduced Anxiety: Instead of generating anxiety by trying to suppress urges,

acknowledging them in a non-judgmental manner can naturally lead to a decrease in their

intensity.

- Increased Mindfulness: Regular practice of urge surfing elevates one’s overall

mindfulness, which can extend into other areas of life, improving focus and clarity.

Applying Urge Surfing in Everyday Life

Urge surfing can be adapted to fit into your daily routine quite effortlessly. Try it the

next time you're faced with any mild to strong desire that contradicts your goals:

- Food cravings: When reaching for late-night snacks, pause, and surf through your need.

- Digital distractions: Before opening yet another app, breathe and observe the need to

numb or distract yourself.

- Negative emotions: Managing anger in tense situations can also benefit from urge

surfing instead of instantly reacting.



IDENTIFY YOUR PHYSICAL CHANGES

Our bodies are remarkably attuned to the emotional and

psychological states we experience daily, often expressing

what we're feeling even before we're consciously aware of

it. One of the most fascinating aspects of this connection is

how our bodies react to urges—those compelling desires or

impulses that seem to call us to action. Recognizing these

physical changes is a crucial first step in becoming more

mindful and deliberate in our responses.

1. Increased Heart Rate: Your heart may beat faster as your body prepares to respond

to the urge.

2. Muscle Tension: You might notice tightness in certain areas, such as your shoulders,

neck, or jaw.

3. Sweating: An increase in perspiration, especially in the palms or forehead, can occur.

4. Butterflies in the Stomach: Nervousness or excitement might result in a fluttery

feeling in your abdomen.

5. Changes in Breathing: Breathing may become rapid or shallow as a result of

heightened arousal.

6. Trembling or Shaking: You might experience slight trembling in your hands or legs.

7. Dry Mouth: A decrease in saliva production can lead to a dry sensation in your mouth.

8. Dilated Pupils: Your pupils might expand in response to heightened focus or

excitement.

9. Chills or Goosebumps: An emotional or thrilling urge can cause these sensations on

your skin.



IDENTIFY YOUR PHYSICAL

CHANGES

10. Flushing or Blushing: You might notice your face or skin becoming warmer or redder.

11. Headache or Pressure: Tension can sometimes manifest as a pressure or pain in the

head.

12. Changes in Appetite: You might feel a sudden desire to eat or a noticeable suppression

of hunger.

13. Rapid Thoughts: Your mind may become more active, with thoughts racing or feeling

jumbled.

14. Heightened Alertness: An increased sense of awareness or sensitivity to your

surroundings is common.

15. Feeling Energetic or Restless: An urge might be accompanied by a surge of energy or

the desire to move.

10. Flushing or Blushing: You might notice your face or skin becoming warmer or redder.

11. Headache or Pressure: Tension can sometimes manifest as a pressure or pain in the

head.

12. Changes in Appetite: You might feel a sudden desire to eat or a noticeable suppression

of hunger.

13. Rapid Thoughts: Your mind may become more active, with thoughts racing or feeling

jumbled.

14. Heightened Alertness: An increased sense of awareness or sensitivity to your

surroundings is common.

15. Feeling Energetic or Restless: An urge might be accompanied by a surge of energy or

the desire to move.

Understanding these physical changes can help you become more aware of how
your body reacts to urges, allowing you to manage them more effectively by

tuning into these signals



ACKNOWLEDGE WITHOUT JUDGEMENT

The first step in urge surfing is to acknowledge the urge when it appears. Instead of

trying to suppress or fight it, you allow yourself to become fully aware of its

presence. This involves noticing where you feel the urge in your body, such as a

tightening in your chest, a knot in your stomach, or tension in your muscles. You may

also observe any accompanying thoughts or emotions. The key at this stage is to

approach these sensations with curiosity rather than immediate judgment.

Recognize the urge for what it is—an inevitable physiological and psychological

response—and accept that you’re experiencing it in that moment.

Acknowledging without judgment requires a deliberate shift in how you perceive the urge.

Instead of labeling it as "bad" or mentally scolding yourself for having the urge, strive to view it

objectively, almost as if you’re an impartial observer. This nonjudgmental stance helps to

remove the power and urgency the craving often holds over you because it detaches your

identity and self-worth from the presence of the urge.

Instead of engaging in a mental battle with the urge or criticizing yourself for having it, simply

notice and accept it as part of your experience. This practice of acknowledgment can be

facilitated by focusing on your breath or using other mindfulness techniques to ground

yourself. As you breathe through the urge, be attentive to how it fluctuates, noticing any

changes in intensity or location within your body.

By viewing the urge in a nonjudgmental way, you reduce its authority and influence. The act of

"surfing" the urge allows you to ride it out like a wave until it eventually subsides on its own, an

indication that urges are temporary and will pass if not acted upon. This surf requires patience

and practice, but over time, it becomes a powerful tool for gaining control over impulses,

reducing their frequency and intensity, and fostering long-term resilience.



COPING SKILLS

Coping skills are vital tools that can help individuals manage urges and cravings

without giving in to them. Urge surfing, which involves acknowledging an urge

without judgment and allowing it to pass, can be supported by a variety of coping

strategies that help redirect focus, manage stress, and build resilience. Here is a list

of common coping skills that can support urge surfing:

Deep Breathing: Practice slow, steady breathing to calm the mind and body.

Progressive Muscle Relaxation: Tense and then relax each muscle group to release

tension.

Mindfulness Meditation: Focus on the present moment without judgment.

Journaling: Write down your thoughts and feelings to process them.

Physical Exercise: Engage in physical activity to release endorphins and reduce stress.

Listening to Music: Play soothing or uplifting music to change your mood.
Creative Outlets: Draw, paint, or engage in other creative activities to express emotions.

Reading: Dive into a book to distract and transport your mind elsewhere.

Connecting with Nature: Spend time outdoors to feel grounded and rejuvenated.
Taking a Walk: A simple walk can clear your mind and break the intensity of the urge.

Talking to a Friend: Reach out to someone you trust for support and distraction.

Mindful Eating: Eat slowly and mindfully to focus on textures and flavors.

Aromatherapy: Use calming scents like lavender or chamomile to relax.

Visualization: Imagine a calming or happy place to reduce stress.

Positive Affirmations: Repeat affirmations that reinforce your strength and resilience.

Grounding Techniques: Use sensory details (like the 5-4-3-2-1 technique) to stay

present.

Counting Backwards: Count backwards from a high number to distract yourself

Setting Short-term Goals: Focus on achievable goals to maintain a sense of purpose.

Practicing Gratitude: Reflect on things you are grateful for to boost your mood.



GOALS

Setting goals for urge surfing is an empowering strategy that can significantly

enhance one's ability to manage cravings and impulses. The concept of urge surfing

involves recognizing the presence of an urge without acting on it, similar to how a

surfer rides a wave. Establishing clear and achievable goals can facilitate the

development of skills necessary for successfully navigating these urges and ultimately

contribute to long-term behavioral change and well-being.

1. Define Specific Goals: The first step in setting goals for urge surfing is to identify

specific and concrete objectives. Instead of setting a vague goal like "get better at

managing urges," define precise goals such as "practice urge surfing techniques for at

least five minutes every day" or "identify three triggers and develop a response plan for

each." Specificity provides clarity and direction, making it easier to measure progress.

2. Set Realistic and Achievable Milestones: It's important that goals are both realistic

and achievable. Start with small, incremental goals that can gradually build into more

challenging ones. For instance, begin with a goal to successfully surf an urge for five

minutes and then extend the duration as mastery builds. Achievable goals foster a sense

of accomplishment, which can boost motivation and confidence.

3. Time-bound Objectives: Establishing time frames for achieving goals is crucial to

maintaining focus and momentum. Implement short-term goals such as "review my

progress at the end of each week" alongside long-term plans like "evaluate

improvements in urge surfing every month." Time-bound goals provide structure and a

sense of urgency that can drive consistent effort.



GOALS

4. Embrace Flexibility: While structure is important, it’s equally crucial to maintain adaptability.

Recognize that setbacks may occur, and adapt your goals as necessary. If a particular technique

isn’t working, be open to trying different approaches or adjusting timelines. Flexibility in goal-

setting encourages resilience and persistence in the face of challenges.

5. Celebrate Achievements: Acknowledge and celebrate progress to sustain motivation. Each

successful surf of an urge, no matter how small, is an accomplishment worth recognizing.

Celebrate milestones, whether by treating yourself to a rewarding activity or taking a moment to

genuinely reflect on and appreciate your dedication and effort.

6. Self-reflection and Adjustment: Regularly engage in self-reflection to evaluate your

progress. What strategies are working? Where are the challenges? Consider journaling your

experiences to gain insights. Use this information to adjust your goals and techniques.

Continuous reflection fosters growth and a deeper understanding of personal patterns relating

to urges.

7. Seek Support and Accountability: Sharing goals with a supportive friend, family member, or

therapist can provide an additional layer of accountability and encouragement. Discuss your

goals, progress, and challenges. This support network can provide perspective, advice, and

motivation to continue progressing despite difficulties.

By setting structured, realistic, and adaptable goals, individuals can create a solid

foundation for mastering urge surfing. The process not only helps in managing urges

more effectively but also contributes to the development of self-discipline and

emotional resilience over time. Ultimately, goal-setting can transform the way one

interacts with urges, shifting from immediate reaction to mindful contemplation and

crafted response.



Goal 1 Action plans

Goal 2 Action plans

Goal 3 Action plans

G O A L  P L A N N E R



URGE SURFING

WHAT IS MY URGE?

WHAT ARE THE PHYSICAL CHANGES I
CAN FEEL?

THINGS I CAN DO TO HELP RESIST THE
URGE?

REFLECTION



 your urge
A TECHNIQUE TO HELP MANAGE YOUR UNWANTED BEHAVIORS

TRIGGER
Your urge has been

triggered by your emotion,
something you have done,
or want to do, something
you touch, hear, see, or

taste. 

URGE RISE
Your urge starts to rise and

become more intense. Physical
symptoms include rapid heart

beat, fast breathing, sweaty, and
hot. 

PEAK
Your urge is at its peak, it has
reached its maximum capacity.

Physical and emotional
symptoms will also be at their

peak.

FALL
Your urge starts to lose its

intensity. You start to
recover and feel better

both physically and
mentally. 

URGE REMINDERS
Urge surfing is a technique used to observe

and experience your urge, without engaging in
it.

Urges are like waves, they can be strong and
powerful, but they eventually pass.

Urges rarely last longer than 30 minutes; if
you don't feed them by engaging in them,

they will pass on their own. 

Fighting urges by either talking yourself
out of them or distracting yourself from

them can often make them bigger.

Surf your urge with mindfulness, where
you watch your breath and notice your

thoughts without judgment. 

Whatever you repeat gets stronger.
Whatever you don't repeat gets weaker.

Surfing



 your urge
A TECHNIQUE TO HELP MANAGE YOUR UNWANTED BEHAVIORS

TRIGGER
Your urge has been

triggered by your emotion,
something you have done,
or want to do, something
you touch, hear, see, or

taste. 

URGE RISE
Your urge starts to rise and

become more intense. Physical
symptoms include rapid heart

beat, fast breathing, sweaty, and
hot. 

PEAK
Your urge is at its peak, it has
reached its maximum capacity.

Physical and emotional
symptoms will also be at their

peak.

FALL
Your urge starts to lose its

intensity. You start to
recover and feel better

both physically and
mentally. 

URGE REMINDERS
Urge surfing is a technique used to observe

and experience your urge, without engaging in
it.

Urges are like waves, they can be strong and
powerful, but they eventually pass.

Urges rarely last longer than 30 minutes, if
you don't feed them by engage in them, they

will pass on their own. 

Fighting urges by either talking yourself
out of it or distracting yourself from it

can often make them bigger.

Surf your urge with mindfulness, where
you watch your breath and notice your

thoughts without judgment. 

Whatever you repeat gets stronger.
Whatever you don't repeat gets weaker.

Surfing



URGE SURFING
WITH MINDFULNESS

Throughout this exercise, you will ride out an urge, just like a surfer riding the wave in the
ocean. 

When a surfer is in the ocean, they experience all types of waves, some small and some
overwhelmingly large. However, as all surfers know, all waves will break up and dissipate.

Find a comfortable position, either sitting or lying down. 

Notice the urge as it affects the body:

Could you take a few minutes to focus on where you experience urges in your body? 
Where can you feel the physical sensations associated with the urge? Please take a look

at what the intensity of the sensation is located.
How much space does the sensation take up in your body?

Does the sensation feel tight and tense?
Does the sensation feel hot or cold? 

 How do these qualities vary with each breath?
Does the sensation have any movements?

What colors do you associate with the sensations?

Bring your attention to your breath

You can try and notice your breath for the next few minutes.
Think of a body part related to breathing, such as your diaphragm, lungs, or nose. For

example, as you breathe, inhale through the nose and slowly exhale through the mouth.

Breathe in......one.…. two...…three…... and out……one...... two..…. three…... And breathe in……one......
two...…three… and breathe out….... one.... two...three…

And repeat 3- 4 times.

Notice that you can be present and not react; you can experience cravings and urges and
not react.

This exercise is nearly complete. Take one more moment to observe your thoughts and
feelings. Notice if your urge has changed.

When you are done surfing the urge, take a moment to thank yourself for being mindful
of your urge and trying a different way.

Let it pass



FLOATING IN THE OCEAN

Start by making yourself very comfortable. Find a calm and quiet place
to lie down and relax; maybe you want to close your eyes now.

First, relax your body. Then, starting at the top of your head, allow a
feeling of relaxation to begin. Feel the peace grow with each breath you

take.
Inhale... Relax your scalp and head.... exhale... Let the tension go away

even more...
Breathe in relaxation... Feeling your face and ears relax... exhale all the

tension.

Visualize yourself at the beach, the white sand is glowing, and the water
is warm and inviting.

You walk down to the waterfront, dip your toes in, take a deep breath,
and walk into the water until you can't walk any further.

You roll over onto your back, and you can feel the water beneath you
holding you up in the water.

You relax momentarily, closing your eyes, feeling the warm sun on your
skin, the water beneath your fingers and toes. You feel like you are

floating on a cloud. 

What does it feel like?
What does it smell like?
Can you taste anything?

What can you hear?

Breathe slowly through your nose and mouth, and repeat five times.

When you are ready, you can slowly open your eyes.



THE MAGIC SHELL

Imagine that you are standing on a beach. Visualize the beach in your mind. Can you feel
the sand beneath your toes and the warm sun on your face.? When you look around, you
can see the huge, silvery-blue ocean, and the sunlight sparkles like tiny stars dancing on

the surface. In the sand is the most beautiful shell that you have ever seen. When you
pick it up, it feels warm.

Imagine you are holding the shell. What does it feel like? Is it smooth or rough? This is
now your magic shell, and you can tell it your secrets, and it will keep them.

You can also tell your shell any worries that you may have. Tell it about any problems that
may be troubling you. The shell always wants to hear your worries, no matter how big or
small they may be. So whenever you have worried feelings, you can tell your shell about
them, and it will magically take those uncomfortable feelings and turn them into good

ones.

 In your mind, silently tell your shell whatever you wish. No one else will know what you
say. Only you and your shell! As you say your words, they go right into the middle of the

shell so that it can take them away for you. Could you take a moment to talk to your
shell?

How do you feel now? The shell has made them disappear. Just like magic!
They are gone!

As you hold your shell close, you all feel calm and happy. You feel peaceful from the tips of
your toes to the tip of your nose. Feel it right now. Notice how it feels.

 You can imagine your shell whenever you wish to make bad thoughts and feelings
disappear, whenever you want to feel calm. Your shell will always be there waiting in your

imagination.

Next time you visit the beach, you can always look for your real magic shell. Just choose
the shell that feels right for you; this will be the magic one. 



Imagine you are walking along a white beach. You can hear the birds and the gentle roll of the
waves. You can feel the sand between your toes. It is a quiet and safe place. The sun is

shining down on you, making you feel warm. You have been looking for a place to be quiet
and comfortable.

You stop and stand, looking out over the huge ocean, and you notice all the colors within the
water. The colors are mixing and churning, creating the bubbly white crest at the top of each
wave. The role of each wave sounds like the Earth breathing. O…cean. O…cean. Over and over

again with each wave. You feel the power of the ocean and the Earth.

Just ahead of you, you notice a big white house. It is mesmerizing to you. It looks beautiful,
like a temple or small castle. You walk towards it, relaxed and interested. You follow a  path to
the front of the house and see that the door is open. You feel safe and that it is ok for you to

go inside. 

You step inside the house. You find yourself in a hallway with decorations, lights, and
paintings. A spiral staircase stands before you. You know you want to go up those stairs. You

suddenly become aware of a hefty backpack you have been carrying all this time.

The backpack is full of your worries, thoughts, concerns, and uncomfortable feelings. You
have been carrying them long, and this backpack is weighing you down. Your shoulders ache,

and your back feels tight and tense from all these negative feelings.

You slowly remove your backpack and, with it, all your troubles. Finally, you feel released, free! You
can now easily go up the staircase. You become lighter, happier, and calmer with each step you

take. Each step brings you closer to comfort and joy. The comfort and joy live in you; nothing can
get in the way of feeling them, reaching them, and having comfort and fun.

Now at the top of the stairs, you are strong. A large window is open at the top of the stairs,
and a big, white comfortable chair is in front of it. You sit down and face the window,

watching the beautiful ocean again. This time is yours. You watch from your chair, by your
window in your house. Breathe in the soft ocean air, and know you are home.”

THE BIG WHITE HOUSE
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DENY/DELAY - DON'T GIVE IN TO THE URGE
What can you do to deny your urge?

ESCAPE
What can you do to escape an urge or trigger?

AVOID OR ATTACK
What can you do to avoid the urge? What words can you use to

attack the urge?

DISTRACT YOURSELF
What activities can you use or do to distract yourself from the urge?

SUBSTITUTE
What healthy activities or words can you use as a substitution?

IDENTIFY YOUR STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESSFULLY COPING WITH URGES



U
R

G
E 

LO
G

 W
O

R
K

S
H

EE
T

D
A

TE
:

TI
M

E:
U

R
G

E
1-

10
:

U
R

G
E

D
U

R
A

TI
O

N

U
R

G
E

TR
IG

G
ER

:
W

H
ER

E 
A

N
D

W
H

O
?

C
O

PI
N

G
M

EC
H

A
N

IS
M

U
SE

D
:

W
H

A
T 

C
O

U
LD

 I
H

A
V

E 
D

O
N

E 
B

ET
TE

R
N

EX
T 

TI
M

E:



A
,B

,C
,D

,E
,F

 C
O

PI
N

G
 W

IT
H

 U
R

G
ES

A
C

TI
V

A
TI

N
G

 E
V

EN
T

B
EL

IE
F 

A
B

O
U

T
 E

V
EN

T 
- 

IR
R

A
TI

O
N

A
L

C
O

N
SE

Q
U

EN
C

E
A

B
O

U
T 

M
Y 

B
EL

IE
F

D
IS

PU
TI

N
G

 M
Y

IR
R

A
TI

O
N

A
L 

B
EL

IE
F

EF
FE

C
TI

V
E 

C
H

A
N

G
E

IN
 M

Y 
TH

IN
K

IN
G

Th
e 

ac
tiv

at
in

g 
ev

en
t

th
at

 c
re

at
ed

 t
he

ur
ge

.

M
y 

be
lie

f 
ab

ou
t 

A
. 

Th
e 

irr
at

io
na

l
de

m
an

d 
- 

Th
e

M
U

ST
.

H
ow

 I 
be

ha
ve

d 
as

 a
re

su
lt 

of
 B

.
H

ow
 c

an
 I 

re
pl

ac
e

th
e 

irr
at

io
na

l b
el

ie
f.

 
H

ow
 I 

no
w

 f
ee

l a
s 

a
re

su
lt 

of
 D

.



surfing your urge
A TECHNIQUE TO HELP MANAGE YOUR UNWANTED BEHAVIORS

TRIGGER
Your urge has been
triggered by your

emotion, something you
have done, or want to do,

something you touch,
hear, see, or taste. 

URGE RISE
Your urge starts to rise and  

become more intense.
Physical symptoms include,  

rapid heart beat, fast
breathing, sweaty or hot. 

PEAK

Your urge is at its peak; it
has reached its maximum

capacity. Physical and
emotional symptoms will

also be at their peak.

FALL
Your urge starts to

lose its intensity. You
start to recover and

feel better both
physically and

mentally. 

URGE REMINDERS
Urge surfing is a technique used to
observe and experience your urge,

without engaging in it.

Urges are like waves, they can be strong
and powerful, but they eventually pass.

Urges rarely last longer than 30 minutes,
if you don't feed them by engaging in

them, they will pass on their own. 

Fighting urges by either talking
yourself out of it or distracting

yourself from it can often make them
bigger.

Surf your urge with mindfulness,
where you watch your breath and

notice your thoughts without
judgment. 

Whatever you repeat gets stronger.
Whatever you don't repeat gets

weaker.


