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Welcome

Much of human behavior happens automatically.

We develop routines, emotional responses, avoidance strategies, and ways of coping that allow us to
move through life without consciously reconsidering every decision we make.

That capacity is useful.

But patterns that once helped us cope can eventually begin making choices for us.

Stress, addiction, fear, exhaustion, unresolved experiences, and repeated behaviors can gradually
narrow the space between what happens and how we respond. Eventually, a person may begin to
experience life as something that simply happens to them.

This guide is about recovering some of that space.

Not through perfect self-control.

Not through shame.

And not by pretending that difficult patterns disappear simply because we understand them.

Instead, we will practice three things:

Notice what is happening.

Reconnect with what matters.

Choose the next response available to us.

Agency rarely returns through one dramatic decision.

More often, it returns one choice at a time.

MODULE 01
Mapping Your Autopilot

UNDERSTAND

Automatic behavior is not necessarily a character flaw.

Human beings learn through repetition. Responses that are practiced frequently — particularly
those associated with stress, relief, avoidance, or reward — can become increasingly automatic.

This allows the brain to operate efficiently.

But efficiency and intention are not always the same thing.
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Sometimes the pattern that activates fastest is not the response we would consciously choose.

RECOGNIZE

Autopilot can take many forms:

withdrawing from difficult conversations;

reaching automatically for a phone;

isolating when overwhelmed;

reacting defensively to criticism;

avoiding responsibilities that create anxiety;

seeking immediate relief from uncomfortable emotions;

returning to familiar compulsive behaviors.

The purpose of noticing these patterns is not to judge them.

It is to see them.

Because a pattern we cannot recognize is difficult to interrupt.

PRACTICE

Exercise 1 — The Autopilot Inventory

Think about two recent situations in which you reacted automatically.

Situation 1

What happened?

What did I do automatically?

What was I feeling immediately beforehand?

What might that response have been trying to accomplish for me?

Relief? Escape? Protection? Control? Distraction? Connection?

Now ask yourself:

If I had noticed the pattern five seconds earlier, what other response might have been available?

KEY IDEA
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Noticing a pattern does not immediately change it.

But noticing creates something that automatic behavior does not have:

a possibility.
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MODULE 02
The Space Between Reaction and Response

UNDERSTAND

Human freedom does not mean having complete control over everything we think, feel, or
experience.

Often we cannot control the first emotion that appears.

We cannot erase an impulse simply because we dislike it.

And under conditions of stress, addiction, fear, or exhaustion, our ability to pause can become
significantly reduced.

But a useful skill can still be practiced:

creating a small interruption between impulse and action.

Sometimes that interruption lasts several minutes.

Sometimes only a few seconds.

That may be enough to make another response possible.

RECOGNIZE

Automatic reactions often announce themselves through the body before we consciously
understand what is happening.

You may notice:

tension in the chest;

clenched hands or jaw;

accelerated breathing;

restlessness;

heat;

stomach discomfort;

an urge to escape;

racing thoughts;
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narrowing attention.

These sensations are not failures.

They can become signals.

PRACTICE

The Three-Step Pause
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1. STOP
Interrupt the automatic sequence if circumstances allow.

Do not immediately send the message.

Do not answer yet.

Do not make the decision yet.

Just stop.
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2. GROUND
Take one slow breath.

Notice your feet against the floor.

Notice where you are.

Bring your attention back to the present moment.
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3. NAME
Ask:

What is happening in me right now?

Try to describe it simply:

I am angry.

I am afraid.

I want relief.

I want to escape this conversation.

I feel rejected.

Naming the experience does not make it disappear.

It makes it easier to observe before acting on it.

REFLECTION

Where in your body do you usually notice reactivity first?

What emotion or impulse tends to follow?

What could remind you to pause?
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MODULE 03
Your Values as a Compass

UNDERSTAND

Changing behavior becomes difficult when the only reason for doing so is:

“I shouldn't do this.”

Rules can restrain behavior.

Fear can restrain behavior.

Consequences can restrain behavior.

But sustainable change also requires direction.

Values help provide it.

A value is not a goal that we complete.

It is a quality we choose to express through our actions.

Honesty.

Presence.

Responsibility.

Dignity.

Compassion.

Courage.

Health.

Family.

Integrity.

Service.

RECOGNIZE

There is an important difference between:

What am I supposed to do?

and:
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Who do I want to be in this situation?

The first question looks primarily toward external expectation.

The second reconnects behavior with personal responsibility.

PRACTICE

Exercise 3 — The Values Compass

Choose three values that matter to you right now.

Now choose one situation you are currently struggling with.

Situation:

Ask yourself:

If I responded from one of my values rather than from my immediate impulse, what might I do
differently?

KEY IDEA

Values do not remove discomfort.

They help us decide which discomfort may be worth tolerating in service of the person we want to
become.
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MODULE 04
Practicing Micro-Agency

UNDERSTAND

Agency rarely returns through one heroic act.

It is practiced in ordinary moments.

Getting out of bed when you said you would.

Making the call you have been avoiding.

Asking for help.

Telling the truth when hiding would be easier.

Waiting before reacting.

Going to the appointment.

Turning off the phone.

Leaving an environment that reinforces an old pattern.

These decisions may look small from the outside.

They are not meaningless.

Each one represents a moment in which automatic behavior was not allowed to make the entire
decision.

We call these moments:

Micro-agency.

PRACTICE

The Seven-Day Micro-Agency Record

For the next seven days, record one conscious choice each day.

It does not need to be impressive.

It only needs to be deliberate.

At the end of the week, ask:

Which situations made conscious choice easier?
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Which situations narrowed my ability to choose?

What kind of support helped?

That final question matters.

Agency does not mean doing everything alone.
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MODULE 05
Returning After Autopilot Takes Over

Eventually, it will happen.

You will react instead of respond.

You will avoid something.

You will fall into an old pattern.

You may make a decision you regret.

The objective of agency is not to eliminate every automatic response from human life.

The question becomes:

What do I do next?

A lapse into an old pattern can become another reason to surrender —

or information that helps us understand what happened.

THE THREE R's OF RETURN
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1. RECOGNIZE
State what happened without exaggerating or minimizing it.

“I went back into an automatic pattern.”

Not:

Everything is ruined.

Not:

I will never change.

Just reality.
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2. REFLECT
Replace condemnation with investigation.

Ask:

What happened before the pattern returned?

Was I exhausted?

Afraid?

Angry?

Isolated?

Overwhelmed?

Looking for immediate relief?

What did the behavior appear to offer me in that moment?

Understanding a pattern is not the same as excusing it.

Understanding gives us information we can use.
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3. RECHOOSE
Do not wait for tomorrow, Monday, next month, or the perfect emotional state.

Look for the next available choice.

Ask:

What is one small action I can take now that reflects one of my values?

Then take it.

That is the return.

THE PRACTICE OF AGENCY

Agency is not absolute control.

It is not independence from other people.

It is not perfect emotional regulation.

And it is not proof that we should be able to overcome addiction, trauma, depression, or other
psychological difficulties without professional support.

Agency is something more modest and more useful:

the growing ability to participate consciously in how we respond to our lives.

Sometimes that participation is strong.

Sometimes the available space is extremely narrow.

Sometimes the most agentic decision a person can make is simply:

I need help.

That counts.

Because the purpose is not to become invulnerable.

It is to become increasingly capable of recognizing:

This is what is happening.

This is what matters to me.

And this is the next response available to me.
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One Final Question

Before you close this guide, choose one situation in your life where you currently feel stuck.

Do not ask yourself to solve the entire problem.

Ask something smaller:

What is the next choice available to me?

Write it here:

And then decide when you will make it.

Sentido y Bienestar

Clinical communication that makes complex ideas understandably human.

José Antonio Vigón Arias

Founder

Clinical Authority Writer · Addiction Recovery · Mental Health · Logotherapy

This resource is intended for psychoeducational purposes and may complement, but does not
replace, individualized clinical assessment, diagnosis, or treatment.

My Value

What would this value look like in one ordinary action?
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1. __________
__________________________________
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2. __________
__________________________________
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3. __________
__________________________________

Day

Situation

Conscious Choice

Value Honored

Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

Saturday

Sunday


