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In the app only: the self-assessments Relapse Awareness, Emotional Regulation, Family
Communication (scored, so they stay in the app).
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Handling Relapse in Substance Use Disorder
Recovery
A Family Guide to Understanding, Responding & Growing Together

Welcome
Relapse is one of the most feared and misunderstood aspects of substance use disorder recovery.
When a loved one in early recovery stumbles—or falls—families often find themselves
overwhelmed by fear, anger, confusion, and grief. These reactions are completely natural. But
how your family understands and responds to relapse can profoundly influence what happens
next.

This interactive worksheet is designed to help you move from fear to understanding, from
reaction to response, and from helplessness to empowerment. You'll learn what relapse actually
is (and isn't), how to recognize warning signs before a full relapse occurs, how to manage your
own emotions and boundaries when things get difficult, and how to help your loved one—and
yourself—move forward after a setback.

Whether your loved one is days, weeks, or months into recovery, the information and exercises
here will strengthen your family's foundation for navigating the road ahead. Early recovery is
fragile—but it is also a time of extraordinary growth and possibility.

What You'll Learn & Practice:
• Understand relapse as a process with identifiable stages—not a sudden event
• Recognize the emotional, mental, and physical warning signs of relapse
• Manage your own intense emotions without enabling or controlling
• Set and maintain healthy boundaries during one of the hardest times
• Communicate with your loved one in ways that support recovery rather than shame
• Build a family relapse prevention and response plan you can use immediately

Important Reminders
• Relapse does not mean recovery has failed—it means the plan needs adjusting
• Your loved one's recovery is their responsibility; your wellbeing is yours
• There are no perfect responses—what matters is that you respond with both love and

boundaries
• This worksheet is for education and personal reflection—it is not a substitute for professional

treatment
• If your loved one is in immediate danger, call 911 or go to the nearest emergency room

Starting Point Check-In
What is your relationship to the person in recovery?
[Select... / Parent / Spouse/Partner / Adult Child / Sibling / Close Friend / Other Family Member]
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Where is your loved one in their recovery journey?
[Select... / Considering treatment but not yet in it / Currently in treatment / Recently completed
treatment (0-6 months) / Developing recovery (6-12 months) / Sustained recovery (1+ years) /
Currently in relapse or recently relapsed]

How would you rate your current level of worry about relapse? (1 = Minimal worry, 10 = Constant
worry)

Minimal[1–10] Constant5
What is the one thing you most want to learn from this worksheet?

Understanding Relapse
Reframing What Relapse Means for Your Family

Relapse as Part of the Recovery Process
Relapse in SUD recovery is often viewed simply as a return to substance use after a period of
abstinence. However, a more accurate and helpful understanding recognizes relapse as a
potential part of the recovery process rather than a failure of treatment or personal willpower.
This reframe is not about excusing relapse—it's about responding to it effectively.

Key Concepts:
• Chronic Disease Model: Viewing addiction as a chronic disease helps frame relapse as a

common occurrence, similar to symptom recurrence in diabetes or hypertension
• Process vs. Event: Relapse is better understood as a process that begins before actual

substance use, involving a gradual erosion of coping skills
• Learning Opportunity: Relapse can provide valuable insights into triggers, vulnerabilities, and

areas needing strengthened coping strategies

Why This Matters for Families:
• Non-Linear Recovery: Recovery often takes detours—understanding this helps families avoid

despair when setbacks occur
• Stigma Reduction: Framing relapse as part of the process reduces shame and encourages your

loved one to seek help promptly
• Empowered Response: When families understand the nature of relapse, they respond with

strategy rather than panic
Key Insight: Relapse rates for substance use disorders (40–60%) are comparable to relapse rates
for other chronic medical conditions like hypertension (50–70%) and diabetes (30–50%). This
doesn't make relapse acceptable—it makes it manageable.

Warning Signs of Relapse: The Three Stages
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Identifying early warning signs is crucial for prevention and early intervention. Understanding that
relapse unfolds in stages gives families a chance to respond before substance use actually
occurs.

Stage 1: Emotional Relapse
Your loved one is not thinking about using, but their emotions and behaviors are setting the
stage. This is the earliest and most intervene-able stage.

Signs to Watch For:
• Mood swings and irritability
• Increasing anxiety or agitation
• Poor self-care (sleep, eating, hygiene)
• Isolating from support network
• Bottling up emotions, not sharing
• Defensiveness when asked how they're doing
• Not attending meetings or appointments

What Families Can Do:
• Express concern without accusation
• Encourage—don't force—self-care
• Gently ask about their meeting attendance
• Model healthy emotional expression yourself
• Create a calm, low-conflict home environment

Stage 2: Mental Relapse
An internal war begins between wanting to maintain recovery and wanting to use. The pull of
addiction thinking is becoming stronger.

Signs to Watch For:
• Talking nostalgically about past use
• Reconnecting with using friends
• Lying or being secretive
• Minimizing consequences of past use
• Testing boundaries or pushing limits
• Planning scenarios for controlled use
• Expressing that recovery "isn't working"

What Families Can Do:
• Take warning signs seriously without overreacting
• Communicate your observations calmly
• Reinforce boundaries firmly but with love
• Contact their treatment provider or sponsor
• Do NOT argue about whether relapse is happening
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Stage 3: Physical Relapse
The actual return to substance use. Often preceded by high-risk situations or a breakdown in the
recovery action plan.

What This Looks Like:
• Evidence of substance use (physical signs, paraphernalia)
• Unexplained absences or behavior changes
• Financial irregularities
• Return to old behavioral patterns
• Shift in attitude away from recovery goals

What Families Can Do:
• Ensure physical safety first—always
• Have Narcan (naloxone) available if opioids are involved
• Activate your pre-planned relapse response
• Contact treatment providers immediately
• Do NOT rescue from natural consequences

The Difference Between Lapse and Relapse
Lapse (A Slip)
• A brief, single instance of substance use
• Quick recognition of the mistake
• Immediate desire to return to recovery
• Reaches out to support system
• Can be a valuable learning experience

Relapse (A Return)
• Sustained return to substance use over time
• Return to addictive thinking and behaviors
• Shift in attitude away from recovery goals
• May involve secrecy, denial, or minimizing
• Typically requires more intensive intervention
For Families: Recognizing this difference helps you calibrate your response. A lapse met with
calm, compassionate accountability can strengthen recovery. A lapse met with rage and
punishment can push your loved one toward a full relapse out of shame and hopelessness.

Reflection Exercise
Before reading this section, how did you think about relapse? Has your understanding shifted?
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Looking at the three stages of relapse, do you see any current warning signs in your loved one?

How does thinking about relapse as "part of the process" rather than "failure" change how you
feel?

Family Response to Relapse
Responding With Both Love and Boundaries
When a family discovers that a loved one has relapsed, the range of emotions can be
overwhelming: shock, fear, anger, grief, and even a sense of betrayal. These are natural
responses. The challenge is not to eliminate these emotions but to manage them so they don't
drive responses that make things worse.

In the Immediate Moment
� Avoid:
• Confronting while they are intoxicated
• Threatening things you won't follow through on
• Shaming or catastrophizing ("You've ruined everything")
• Making major decisions in the heat of the moment
• Rescuing from immediate natural consequences

✓ Do:
• Ensure physical safety first (call 911 if overdose risk)
• Give yourself time to regulate before speaking
• Activate your pre-planned response
• Reach out to your own support (therapist, Al-Anon)

The Conversation — When You're Ready
Choose a time when your loved one is sober and calm. Open with concern, not accusation. The
goal is to re-engage them in recovery, not to punish or shame.
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Try: "I'm worried about you and I want to understand what's been happening. I'm not here to
lecture you — I'm here because I love you and I want you to get back on track."

Then: Ask about what led to the relapse — triggers, emotions, circumstances — with genuine
curiosity, not interrogation.

Finally: Discuss concrete next steps for re-engaging with treatment and what support you are
willing to provide.

Managing Your Own Emotions
Your emotional reaction to your loved one's relapse is valid — but it needs to be processed
outside of the immediate interaction when possible. Strategies that help:
• Call your therapist, a trusted friend, or an Al-Anon contact before responding
• Write down your feelings before speaking them
• Name your emotions explicitly: "I feel terrified. I feel betrayed. I feel exhausted."
• Remind yourself: your feelings are about you; your response is a choice
• Do something physical to discharge the adrenaline (walk, exercise, breathe)

Reflection Questions
How have you typically responded to relapse in the past? What worked, what didn't?

What emotions do you most need to manage in the immediate aftermath of a relapse?

What would a prepared, boundaried, loving response look like for you?

Moving Forward After Relapse
Rebuilding Without Losing Ground
The period after a relapse is critical—both for your loved one and for your family. How this period
is navigated can determine whether the relapse becomes a brief detour or a prolonged
derailment. Families that approach this phase with intentionality, boundaries, and self-care are
better positioned to support lasting recovery.
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Re-Engaging With Treatment
• Help your loved one re-contact their treatment provider within 24-48 hours
• Ask: Does the level of care need to increase? (outpatient → IOP → inpatient?)
• Review and update the recovery action plan
• Identify what went wrong in the previous plan and what changes are needed

Rebuilding Trust — Slowly
• Trust does not reset automatically after a relapse
• Require consistent action over time before extending previous trust levels
• Focus on present behavior, not promises about the future
• Acknowledge small steps forward while maintaining appropriate vigilance

Reviewing Your Family's Boundaries
• A relapse may require revisiting and tightening certain boundaries
• Be specific: what has changed and what will you now require?
• Communicate changes calmly and clearly — not as punishment, but as protection
• Follow through. Boundaries without consequences are suggestions.

Your Own Recovery From This
• You also need time to process the grief, fear, and disappointment
• Don't skip your own support: therapy, Al-Anon, trusted friends
• Give yourself permission to feel the full weight of this—then return to your own life
• Avoid making your entire life orbit around their next relapse risk

Moving Forward Reflections
What has this relapse revealed about what your loved one's recovery plan was missing?

What boundary adjustments do you need to make as you move forward?

What do YOU need to move forward from this, for your own wellbeing?
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Worksheet: Warning Signs Tracker
Know the Signs Before They Escalate
Use this worksheet to document the specific warning signs you have observed or are watching for
in your loved one's recovery.

Emotional warning signs I've observed in my loved one (e.g., increased irritability, isolation,
anxiety):

Behavioral warning signs (e.g., skipping meetings, reconnecting with old using friends, secrecy):

Physical warning signs (e.g., sleep changes, appetite, appearance):

Known triggers for my loved one that I need to watch for:

Warning signs I am currently observing right now (if any):

If I notice these signs, my immediate action plan is:

Worksheet: Emotional Response Plan
Plan Your Response Before You Need It
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When you discover or suspect a relapse, your emotional response will be intense. Planning ahead
— while you're calm — dramatically improves how you'll respond in the moment.

When I discover or suspect a relapse, my first emotional reaction is typically:

Before I respond, I will regulate myself by (specific actions, not just "calm down"):

The first person I will call for support (not my loved one) is:

Things I commit NOT to do in the immediate moment (e.g., confront while they're intoxicated):

When I'm ready to speak to my loved one, I will open with:

Within 24 hours of discovering a relapse, I will:

Worksheet: Boundaries in Recovery
Clarify, Communicate, and Maintain
Relapse often requires revisiting and potentially strengthening your boundaries. Use this
worksheet to clearly define your boundaries and how you will maintain them.

What boundaries are currently in place in your relationship?
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If a relapse has occurred, what boundaries need to change or be added?

What are your financial boundaries? (What will and won't you provide financially?)

What are your housing/living situation boundaries, if applicable?

What specific consequences have you established for boundary violations?

How and when will you communicate these boundaries to your loved one?

Worksheet: Relapse Prevention Plan
Building a Family Safety Net
A family relapse prevention plan is not about controlling your loved one's recovery — it's about
your family being prepared to respond effectively if a relapse occurs.

If I notice early warning signs (Stage 1 — Emotional Relapse), I will:
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If I notice mental relapse warning signs (reconnecting with using friends, etc.), I will:

If I discover a physical relapse has occurred, I will:

My emergency contacts (treatment provider, sponsor, crisis line):

If opioids are involved, do I have Narcan? Where is it? Have I been trained to use it?

Who in the family plays what role in our relapse response? (e.g., who contacts treatment, who
stays with the person)

Worksheet: Self-Care Inventory
Taking Care of Yourself While Supporting Recovery

Your wellbeing is not secondary to your loved one's recovery — it is foundational to your ability to
support them over the long term. Use this inventory to assess and strengthen your own self-care
practices.

My physical self-care practices (sleep, exercise, nutrition, medical care):

My emotional self-care practices (therapy, journaling, processing feelings):
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My social support network (who knows what I'm going through, who can I call):

Activities and interests I maintain for myself, separate from recovery caregiving:

Where is my self-care most lacking right now?

One self-care commitment I will make this week:

Family Recovery Action Plan
Your Complete Response Plan

Summary of My Commitments
The most important thing I've learned from this worksheet:

The warning signs I am specifically watching for right now:
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My immediate response plan if relapse occurs:

My boundary commitments (specific and enforceable):

My personal support contacts and resources:

My self-care commitments going forward:

My personal commitment statement for supporting recovery while maintaining my own wellbeing:
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Resources & Next Steps
Where to Go from Here

Family Support Resources
Al-Anon Family Groups
12-step support for families affected by alcohol use

www.al-anon.org | 1-888-425-2666

Nar-Anon Family Groups
Support for families affected by drug addiction

www.nar-anon.org | 1-800-477-6291

SMART Recovery Family & Friends
Science-based family support program

www.smartrecovery.org/family

Crisis & Emergency Resources
SAMHSA National Helpline
24/7 treatment referral and information (free, confidential)

1-800-662-4357

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline
24/7 crisis support for anyone in emotional distress

Call or Text 988


