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On the morning I celebrated one year of sobriety, I woke before dawn with a familiar
knot of anxiety in my stomach. Not for myself, but for Elaine. My partner of three years
had seemed distant the night before—distracted during dinner, checking her phone
more than usual, sighing in that particular way that had become my barometer for her
emotional state. I lay awake calculating the precise words, gestures, and expressions
that might restore her mood. Should I surprise her with breakfast? Suggest we
reschedule the small gathering planned for my sobriety anniversary? Apologize for
something I might have unknowingly done?

It took another two hours—and a conversation with my sponsor—to recognize the
irony: On the very day marking twelve months of freedom from chemical
dependency, I remained profoundly trapped in a different addiction. One without
substances but equally consuming. One socially sanctioned, even celebrated. One
disguised as love, responsibility, and care.

Codependency. My counselor had introduced the term six months earlier, but I'd
dismissed it as irrelevant to my "real" problem with substances. Yet on that milestone
morning, the truth became undeniable. While working diligently to stay sober, I had
unconsciously transferred my addictive patterns onto relationships. The obsessive
monitoring of others' emotions, the compulsive need to fix and manage, the loss of self
in service to another's needs—these had become my new chemicals of choice.

In active addiction, substances provided the illusion of control over unbearable feelings.
In recovery, I had simply found a different strategy for the same purpose—using
hypervigilance to others' needs as a way to regulate my own emotional state. If
everyone around me was happy (especially those closest to me), I could temporarily
quiet the persistent voice insisting I was fundamentally inadequate, unworthy, and
unlovable. Like the substances before them, relationships became something to
manipulate for emotional survival rather than engage with authentically.
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The origins of this pattern revealed themselves gradually through therapy. Growing up
with an alcoholic father whose moods dictated the emotional climate of our home, I
learned early to scan for subtle signals of impending storms. The slight narrowing of
eyes that preceded rage. The particular quality of silence that foretold disconnection.
The almost imperceptible slur that signaled another night of unpredictability. I became
exquisitely attuned to these cues, developing what my therapist called "hypervigilant
empathy"—an ability to detect and respond to others' emotional states so refined it
seemed like a superpower rather than a trauma response.

This vigilance served a crucial purpose in childhood—it created a sense of control in
an objectively uncontrollable situation. If I could accurately predict my father's
emotional shifts, perhaps I could prevent or at least prepare for the chaos that
followed. If I could make myself useful enough, invisible enough, or entertaining
enough (depending on what the situation required), perhaps I could stabilize an
inherently unstable environment.

What protected me as a child, however, became a barrier to authentic connection as an
adult. I entered recovery with well-developed radar for others' needs but almost no
ability to identify or express my own. I could articulate with precision what everyone
around me was feeling, while remaining genuinely perplexed when asked about my own
emotional state. I navigated relationships through a complex calculus of anticipating
needs, managing impressions, and preventing conflicts—strategies that created the
appearance of intimacy while actually preventing its essential vulnerability.

Substances temporarily quieted this exhausting hypervigilance. Alcohol, particularly,
provided brief respite from the constant scanning and calculating—creating periods
where others' emotions and needs receded in importance, where the boundaries
between myself and others became clearer rather than more porous. This relief became
another driver of my addiction, as essential as the physical dependence that developed
later. Sobriety removed this chemical buffer, initially leaving me more vulnerable to
codependent patterns, not less.

My first significant insight into codependency came through observing others in
recovery, not myself. During a family week program at the treatment center, I watched
partners and parents of other clients engage in patterns I instantly recognized—the
hovering concern, the subtle managing, the anxious monitoring of their loved one's
recovery, the disproportionate responsibility they assumed for outcomes they couldn't
control. Their behavior looked obviously unhealthy to me, yet I couldn't see how
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precisely I mirrored these same patterns in my own relationships.

The turning point arrived during a therapy session focused on an argument with my
partner. As I described the interaction in detail, my therapist asked a simple
question: "Where are you in this story?" I stared at her, confused. I had just spent
fifteen minutes describing a situation I was directly involved in—how could she ask
where I was? She clarified: "You've told me everything about your partner's feelings,
needs, and reactions. But I have no idea what you were feeling, needing, or wanting
in this situation."

The question stopped me cold. I genuinely didn't know the answer.

This began a deliberate excavation of self that continues today. What did I want? What
did I need? What were my feelings—not in response to others, but arising from my own
authentic experience? These questions initially felt not just difficult but almost
nonsensical, as if being asked to describe the color blue to someone who had only ever
seen in black and white. I had spent so long in orbit around others that finding my own
center of gravity proved profoundly disorienting.

The concept of boundaries emerged as both the most essential and most challenging
aspect of addressing codependency in recovery. In active addiction, substances created
artificial boundaries—periods of chemical withdrawal from others' needs and
expectations. Without this buffer, I needed to develop healthier delineations between
myself and others. This wasn't just about saying "no" more often (though that was part
of it), but about a fundamental shift in how I understood my relationship to other
people's experiences, emotions, and choices.

Physical boundaries came first, as they were most concrete. Learning to create literal
space for myself—time alone, activities undertaken solely for my enjoyment, physical
distance during emotional intensity—provided a foundation for the more complex
emotional and mental boundaries to follow. This physical separation often triggered
intense anxiety initially, as if by not being immediately available to others I was
committing some grave moral failure or inviting certain abandonment.
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Emotional boundaries proved more challenging. The belief that I was responsible for
others' feelings—that their happiness or distress was a direct reflection of my worth
and adequacy—had become so integrated into my understanding of relationship that
questioning it felt like questioning gravity. My therapist introduced a visualization
that helped: imagining myself and others as separate houses, each with our own
emotional "furniture," weather patterns, and maintenance responsibilities. I could
visit others' houses, express care and concern about their condition, even offer help
with specific repairs—but ultimately, I lived in my house and they lived in theirs.

The language of codependency provided crucial insights as recovery progressed. Terms
like "enabling," "detachment with love," and "caretaking versus caregiving" gave form
to experiences I had previously lacked words for. Perhaps most importantly, the
concept of "loving someone without rescuing them" offered an alternative to the false
dichotomy that had defined my understanding of love—either completely merging with
another's experience or completely disconnecting from it. I could maintain connection
without taking responsibility for outcomes I couldn't control.

Relationships in early recovery became laboratories for practicing these new
distinctions. When a friend in my support group struggled with cravings, I felt the
familiar urge to drop everything and become their primary support, to make their
recovery my project. Instead, I practiced offering specific, boundaried assistance—a
ride to a meeting, a listening ear for a defined period—while maintaining my own
recovery routine and acknowledging the limits of my influence. This felt initially like
abandonment rather than healthy separation, triggering guilt that only time and
practice eventually diminished.

The parallels between substance recovery and codependency recovery became
increasingly clear. Both involved acknowledging patterns that once served protective
functions but had become destructive, experiencing uncomfortable feelings previously
avoided through addictive behaviors, developing new coping skills and support
systems, working through underlying trauma and belief systems, and accepting the
ongoing nature of recovery rather than expecting a "cure."

Perhaps most significantly, both required rigorous honesty—not just with others but
with myself. Codependency, like substance addiction, thrived on denial, minimization,
and rationalization. The same defenses that had protected my drinking now shielded my
unhealthy relationship patterns from examination. Breaking through these defenses
required the same willingness to face uncomfortable truths that had initiated my
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sobriety journey.

The concept of developing a "self" independent of others' perceptions and needs
emerged as the core challenge of codependency recovery. Unlike substance sobriety,
which had clear behavioral markers (did I drink/use today or not?), progress in this
area proved more subtle and non-linear. Some days brought clear evidence of
healthier boundaries and authentic self-expression; others revealed how quickly I
could revert to old patterns under stress or in triggering situations.

Practical tools provided concrete steps in this abstract process. Daily check-ins with my
own feelings and needs helped rebuild awareness of internal states I had long ignored.
Written boundary statements clarified my limits before high-risk interactions. The
practice of pausing before automatically responding to others' needs or crises created
space for more conscious choices. Regular attendance at support meetings specifically
addressing codependency maintained focus on these patterns even when the pull
toward old behaviors intensified.

The spiritual dimensions of recovery took on new meaning through this work. The
Serenity Prayer's wisdom applied as powerfully to relationship patterns as to substance
use: accepting what I couldn't change (others' feelings, choices, and behaviors), having
courage to change what I could (my own responses, boundaries, and focus), and
developing wisdom to know the difference. Surrender, too, found new application—not
as abdication of responsibility but as acknowledgment of the limits of control,
particularly regarding others' journeys.

The rewards of this work emerged gradually but undeniably. Authentic connections
based on mutual respect rather than unconscious need. Moments of genuine intimacy
possible only when two separate selves choose to connect rather than merge. The relief
of releasing responsibility for outcomes I couldn't control. The discovery of preferences,
desires, and passions long buried beneath the reflexive focus on others. The growing
capacity to be present with both others' pain and my own without needing to
immediately fix or escape either.

Today, three years into substance recovery and two years into conscious work on
codependency, I recognize both journeys as essential aspects of the same healing
process. The substances were never the primary problem but a solution to deeper
wounds—wounds related to worth, identity, connection, and belonging. Addressing the
relationship patterns that both preceded and survived addiction has required as much
courage, honesty, and persistence as achieving sobriety itself.
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This morning, I woke to subtle signals of my partner's distress—the same cues that
once would have launched me immediately into fix-it mode, subordinating my needs
and feelings to the project of managing her emotional state. I noticed the familiar
urge arise, acknowledged it without judgment, and made a different choice. I
expressed care and concern, offered specific support within my boundaries, and
maintained my own morning routine—actions that honored both her experience and
my separate self.

The anxiety this choice triggered wasn't absent but was noticeably diminished from
similar situations months earlier. The voice insisting I was selfish, inadequate, or
risking abandonment still whispered but no longer shouted. The trust that authentic
connection requires two whole people rather than one person diminishing themselves
to accommodate another has grown stronger through consistent practice and lived
experience.

The invisible thread of codependency—the subtle, persistent pull toward
others' emotions and away from my own center—hasn't disappeared entirely.
Like the potential for substance relapse, it remains a vulnerability requiring
ongoing awareness and care. But with each day of practice, each moment of
choosing authentic presence over compulsive caretaking, the thread loosens its
hold. Not broken completely, perhaps, but rewoven into a new pattern—one
where connection enhances rather than replaces identity, where love means
supporting growth rather than managing feelings, where relationships become
expressions of wholeness rather than compensations for perceived lack.
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THE MATCHED SELF-ASSESSMENT
The Invisible Thread: Codependency in Recovery

This self-assessment is designed to help individuals in recovery evaluate their relationship with
codependency—patterns of excessive focus on others' needs, emotions, and problems at the
expense of one's own wellbeing and identity. The assessment explores both codependent
patterns that often persist or intensify after substance use has stopped and the development of
healthier relationship skills that support sustainable recovery.

Instructions

For each statement, rate how often it applies to you using the scale:
e 1 - Never: This doesn't apply to you

e 2 - Rarely: This occasionally applies

« 3 - Sometimes: This sometimes applies

e 4 - Often: This frequently applies
e 5 - Always: This consistently applies

Part 1: Codependent Patterns in Recovery

1. I spend more time thinking about others' needs and feelings than my own
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

2. | feel responsible for other people's emotions or problems
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

3. I derive my sense of purpose or worth primarily from helping others
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

4. | struggle to identify what I'm feeling apart from others' emotions
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

5. | anticipate others' needs before they express them
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

6. | feel anxious or guilty when setting boundaries or saying "no"
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

7. 1 modify my behavior based on subtle cues about others' moods
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

8. I neglect my own recovery needs to support someone else's
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

9. | feel compelled to offer help even when not asked
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

10. | experience others' struggles or relapses as personal failures
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always
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Part 2: Healthy Relationship Skills

11. I can identify and express my own needs, feelings, and opinions
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

12. I recognize the difference between caring about someone and taking responsibility for them
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

13. | maintain appropriate boundaries in relationships
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

14. | allow others to experience the natural consequences of their choices
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

15. | practice self-care without feeling selfish or guilty
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

16. | can be present with others' pain without needing to fix it immediately
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

17. | derive my sense of worth from internal values rather than external validation
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

18. | engage in activities and interests independent of my relationships
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

19. I allow relationships to develop gradually rather than becoming intensely involved
immediately

O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

20. I maintain my recovery program even when others need my support
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always
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Reflection Questions

Understanding Codependency Roots

1. How did your family of origin influence your understanding of what constitutes love and care?

2. What early experiences taught you to monitor others' emotions and needs?

3. What role did hypervigilance to others' moods play in your childhood environment?

4. How did substance use affect your codependent patterns—did it intensify them, temporarily
relieve them, or both?

Codependency in Recovery

5. How has your focus on others' needs or problems affected your own recovery journey?

6. In what ways might service work or helping others in recovery inadvertently reinforce
codependent patterns?
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7. Which relationships in your life show the strongest codependent dynamics?

8. How do you distinguish between healthy support of others and unhealthy caretaking?

Self-Awareness and ldentity

9. How easily can you identify your own feelings, needs, and preferences apart from others'?

10. What activities or interests have you neglected or abandoned to focus on others' needs?

11. What physical sensations do you experience when engaged in codependent patterns?

12. In what situations do you feel most connected to your authentic self?

Boundaries in Recovery

13. What makes setting and maintaining boundaries difficult for you?
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14. How do you respond to feelings of guilt when prioritizing your own needs?

15. What specific boundaries would most support your recovery journey right now?

16. How do you distinguish between selfishness and healthy self-care?

Growth Opportunities

17. What healthy relationship patterns would you most like to develop further?

18. What specific tools have helped you maintain appropriate boundaries?

19. How might addressing codependency support your continued substance use recovery?

20. What daily practices could help you maintain connection with your authentic self?

Your scores, and what they mean, are in the app.
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