Dear colleagues and others,
Our group has developed a new self-help technique for the reduction of cravings (e.g., for alcohol,
nicotine, or high-calorie foods) called imaginal retraining. The intervention has proven effective in various
studies. You can obtain our self-help manuals via the link at the bottom of this page (before the
References section).
For the new technique, we have adapted a computer-based procedure so it can be carried out without a
computer. Thus, it is much more flexible and can be customized to individual problems. The technique has
been evaluated as effective in people with strong cravings for alcohol, nicotine and high-calorie foods. Via
the link below, you can obtain the manuals "Think Before You Drink" (alcohol) and "Dunk the Junk" (highcalorie foods). The technique can be easily adapted for smoking and other problem behaviors.
Background: Original and new technique
Excessive craving for certain substances is common and plays a major role, for example, in alcohol and
nicotine abuse (Carvalho, Heilig, Perez, Probst, & Rehm, 2019) and in excessive, uncontrolled eating
behavior (Verzijl, Ahlich, Schlauch, & Rancourt, 2018). Such cravings also contribute to high relapse rates
(Boswell & Kober, 2016; Stohs, Schneekloth, Geske, Biernacka, & Karpyak, 2019). Imaginal retraining is
designed to reduce cravings for harmful substances or high-calorie foods.
The technique takes advantage of unconscious bodily processes that cause us to automatically move closer
to things we like (e.g., hug someone, approach an object out of curiosity) and automatically reject, push
away, or distance ourselves from things we dislike. This interplay is strongly anchored both physically and
linguistically (we talk, for example, about finding someone attractive or repulsive) and is present in
virtually all people. In addicted patients, the tendency to approach craved subsances is elevated.
The predecessor to our technique, classic retraining, is a computerized procedure designed to reduce this
elevated tendency. In this version of retraining, patients are instructed to push images of craved substances
away from themselves with a joy stick and to pull neutral or positive images toward themselves. Studies
have shown that this simple procedure does indeed reduce the risk of relapse. However, many users find
the classic task monotonous. Willingness to participate is therefore low and effect sizes tend to be small
(Cristea, Kok, & Cuijpers, 2016).
In the new imaginal retraining technique, the various stimuli are pushed away or pulled toward oneself in
the imagination, which offers the advantage that the imagined images can be customized (e.g., a particular
alcoholic beverage). In addition, the technique is easy to implement in everyday life.
Imaginal retraining has already been tested for effectiveness and acceptance in several randomized
controlled studies. In people with problematic alcohol consumption (Moritz, Paulus, et al., 2019), nicotine
consumption (Moritz, Göritz, Kraj, et al., 2019), and consumption of high-calorie foods (Moritz, Göritz,
Schmotz, et al., 2019), craving for the critical substance was significantly reduced compared to a control
group, and behavioral changes (including weight reduction) were also shown in a subgroup. The
participants in all the studies described imaginal retraining as easy to use, and they showed high acceptance
of the technique.
Manual

You can obtain our two manuals—on reducing cravings for alcohol ("Think Before you Drink") and highcalorie foods ("Dunk the Junk")—via the link at the bottom of the page. Note that the technique can be
easily modified for other problem behaviors such as smoking or gambling. We rely on your experiences
and suggestions to improve the technique and the manuals. Please take the time to send feedback to
Steffen Moritz (moritz@uke.de).
Donations
We are happy to provide this and our other self-help techniques free of charge to our colleagues in the
scientific community and to people with mental health problems with limited means. We kindly ask all
other interested persons to make a donation of 20€/$20, which will go directly to our research efforts
(donations can be made via betterplace.org with this link). Research is expensive; it requires elaborate
basic research and then various steps that lead up to clinical testing on many affected people.
After you make a donation, we will send you a receipt that you can submit for tax purposes.
Along with the manuals, you will also receive a link to an app that we have created for people with low selfesteem and depressive symptoms. Two controlled studies have shown the efficacy of this approach.
The materials will be emailed to you within 5 business days.
If you are interested, please click here: https://ww3.unipark.de/uc/eng_retraining/
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