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READING

Introduction: Why Healthy Relationships Matter in Recovery
Healthy relationships are a crucial component of successful addiction and mental health recovery.
They provide support, stability, and a sense of connection that can help individuals navigate the
challenges of early recovery. However, identifying and maintaining healthy relationships can be
difficult, especially for those who may have a history of unhealthy or dysfunctional relationships.

During active addiction, relationships often become damaged, distorted, or built on patterns of
codependency, manipulation, and dishonesty. Substances alter the way we relate to others—they
numb us to emotional pain but also to emotional connection. They create walls between us and
the people who care about us, and they attract relationships built on shared dysfunction rather
than shared growth.

Early recovery presents both a challenge and an extraordinary opportunity. As the fog of
addiction begins to clear, many individuals find themselves needing to fundamentally re-examine
every relationship in their lives. Some relationships may need healing and rebuilding. Others may
need to end. And new, healthier connections need to be cultivated with intention and care.

The quality of your relationships in recovery can make or break your sobriety. Research
consistently shows that social support is one of the strongest predictors of long-term recovery
success. Isolation, on the other hand, is one of the greatest risk factors for relapse.

This doesn't mean you need to rush into relationships or surround yourself with people at any
cost—it means learning to identify, build, and maintain the kinds of relationships that genuinely
support your healing and growth.

By understanding the characteristics of healthy relationships, assessing your own needs and
boundaries, and developing skills for communication and support, you can build and sustain
relationships that foster growth, healing, and well-being throughout your recovery journey.

Key Takeaways
Healthy relationships are one of the strongest predictors of long-term recovery success

Active addiction damages relationship patterns that need intentional rebuilding

Early recovery is both a challenge and an opportunity for relationship transformation

Isolation is one of the greatest risk factors for relapse

Quality of relationships matters more than quantity
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Characteristics of Healthy Relationships in Recovery
Healthy relationships in recovery share several essential characteristics that distinguish them
from the dysfunction that often accompanies active addiction. Understanding these
characteristics provides a roadmap for evaluating existing relationships and building new ones.

Open, Honest Communication About Recovery: In a healthy relationship, both partners feel safe
discussing their recovery journey, including their triggers, fears, and support needs. This means
being able to say "I'm struggling today" without fear of judgment, and being able to share
honestly about challenges without minimizing or catastrophizing. Open communication also
means being willing to have difficult conversations—about boundaries, about concerns, about the
uncomfortable realities of addiction and recovery—with compassion and respect.

Respect for Boundaries, Privacy, and Individual Goals: Healthy relationships honor each person's
autonomy. This means respecting privacy without secrecy, supporting individual interests without
feeling threatened, and understanding that both people have their own unique path in recovery.
Boundaries are not walls—they are the guidelines that allow two people to be close while
maintaining their individual identity and self-care practices.

Shared Participation in Recovery-Oriented Activities: Couples and friends who actively participate
in recovery together—attending meetings, engaging in therapy, joining sober social events—build
a shared foundation of support. This doesn't mean doing everything together, but rather creating
intentional opportunities to grow alongside each other in recovery.

Emotional and Practical Support During Challenges: Recovery is not linear, and healthy
relationships acknowledge this reality. Partners who support each other through cravings, stress,
mental health symptoms, and difficult days create a buffer against the isolation that feeds
relapse. This support is reciprocal—both people give and receive in a balanced way.

Celebration of Progress and Encouragement of Growth: Healthy relationships celebrate
milestones—whether it's 30 days sober, completing a step, or simply getting through a hard day
without using. They encourage ongoing growth, self-discovery, and the pursuit of individual
passions and goals. In a healthy relationship, your partner's success doesn't diminish your own; it
elevates both of you.

Key Takeaways
Open communication means being safe to share struggles without fear of judgment

Boundaries are guidelines for closeness, not walls of isolation

Shared recovery activities build a foundation of mutual support

Support during challenges is reciprocal and balanced

Celebrating each other's progress elevates both partners
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Warning Signs of Unhealthy Relationships in Recovery
Recognizing the warning signs of unhealthy relationships is just as important as understanding
what healthy relationships look like. In early recovery, your judgment may still be recalibrating,
and patterns that once felt "normal" may actually be harmful. Learning to identify these red flags
can protect your recovery and your well-being.

Pressure or Sabotage Related to Recovery: One of the most dangerous warning signs is a partner
who pressures you to drink or use, discourages you from attending meetings or therapy,
minimizes the seriousness of your addiction, or actively sabotages your recovery efforts. This can
be overt—"Come on, one drink won't hurt"—or subtle, like scheduling activities that conflict with
your meeting times or expressing resentment about the time you dedicate to recovery.

Controlling, Possessive, or Jealous Behavior: Healthy relationships allow both people to maintain
autonomy and independence. If a partner monitors your phone, isolates you from friends and
family, makes decisions for you, or becomes jealous when you spend time with others—including
recovery support networks—these are serious red flags. Control masquerading as concern is still
control.

Verbal, Emotional, or Physical Abuse: No form of abuse is acceptable, regardless of
circumstances. Criticism that tears you down rather than builds you up, manipulation that makes
you question your reality, threats, intimidation, and physical violence are all incompatible with
recovery and well-being. If you are experiencing abuse, please reach out to the National Domestic
Violence Hotline (1-800-799-7233) or a trusted counselor.

Codependency and Enabling: Codependent relationships are characterized by an unhealthy
reliance on each other for emotional regulation, self-worth, and identity. Enabling occurs when
one partner protects the other from the natural consequences of their behavior—including
substance use. Both patterns prioritize the relationship over individual well-being and recovery,
creating a dynamic where neither person can truly heal.

Secrecy, Dishonesty, and Betrayal: Trust is the foundation of any healthy relationship, and it is
especially critical in recovery. When dishonesty, secrecy, or betrayal become patterns in a
relationship, the resulting emotional instability can be a significant relapse trigger. This includes
both substance-related dishonesty (hiding use, lying about attendance at meetings) and broader
relationship dishonesty (infidelity, financial deception, hidden agendas).

Key Takeaways
Partners who pressure you to use or discourage treatment are the most dangerous red flag

Control masquerading as concern is still control

No form of abuse is compatible with recovery or well-being

Codependency prioritizes the relationship over individual healing

Dishonesty and secrecy create emotional instability that triggers relapse
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Boundaries: The Foundation of Healthy Connection
Boundaries are one of the most important concepts in recovery relationships, yet they are also
one of the most misunderstood. Many people in early recovery have never learned to set healthy
boundaries, or they confuse boundaries with ultimatums, punishment, or disconnection.
Understanding what boundaries truly are—and how to implement them—is essential for building
relationships that support your recovery.

What Boundaries Actually Are: Boundaries are the personal limits and guidelines you establish to
protect your physical, emotional, and psychological well-being. They define what you are willing
and unwilling to accept in your relationships and interactions. Boundaries are not about
controlling other people—they are about defining your own behavior and the conditions under
which you will engage.

Why Boundaries Matter in Recovery: During active addiction, boundaries are often non-existent or
severely compromised. You may have tolerated things you shouldn't have, or you may have
violated others' boundaries in pursuit of substances. In recovery, re-establishing boundaries is an
act of self-respect and self-preservation. Boundaries protect your sobriety by creating clear limits
around situations, people, and environments that could compromise your recovery.

Types of Boundaries: Physical boundaries involve personal space, touch, and physical safety.
Emotional boundaries protect your feelings, energy, and mental health. Time boundaries define
how you allocate your time and attention. Recovery boundaries establish clear limits around your
sobriety—including who you spend time with, where you go, and what behaviors you will and
won't engage in. Relational boundaries define the expectations and agreements within specific
relationships.

How to Set Boundaries: Effective boundary-setting involves several key elements. First, identify
your limits by paying attention to your feelings—resentment, discomfort, and anger are often
signals that a boundary is being crossed. Second, communicate your boundaries clearly and
directly, using "I" statements rather than accusations. Third, enforce your boundaries
consistently—a boundary without follow-through is just a suggestion. Fourth, be prepared for
pushback, especially from people who benefited from your lack of boundaries in the past.

Remember: Setting boundaries is not selfish—it is essential. You cannot pour from an empty cup,
and you cannot maintain recovery while consistently sacrificing your own needs and well-being
for others.

Key Takeaways
Boundaries define your own behavior and conditions for engagement, not other people

During addiction, boundaries were non-existent or severely compromised

Resentment, discomfort, and anger signal that a boundary is being crossed

A boundary without follow-through is just a suggestion

Setting boundaries is not selfish—it is essential for recovery
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Communication Skills for Recovery Relationships
Effective communication is the lifeblood of healthy relationships, and it is a skill that many people
in early recovery need to develop or rebuild. Active addiction often trains people in
communication patterns that are manipulative, avoidant, or aggressive—patterns that don't serve
recovery or relationships.

The Speaker-Listener Technique: This structured communication approach ensures that both
people feel heard and understood. The "speaker" holds a designated object (like a small pillow or
stone) and shares their thoughts and feelings using "I" statements. The "listener" paraphrases
what they heard to confirm understanding before responding. The object passes back and forth,
ensuring turn-taking and preventing the conversation from becoming a debate.

The XYZ Statement: When addressing concerns or conflicts, the XYZ format provides a clear,
non-accusatory framework: "When you [X specific behavior], in [Y specific situation], I feel [Z
specific emotion]." For example: "When you check your phone during our conversations,
especially during dinner, I feel unimportant and disconnected." This format avoids
generalizations, character attacks, and blame while still addressing legitimate concerns.

Active Listening: True listening goes beyond simply waiting for your turn to speak. Active listening
involves giving full attention to the speaker, making eye contact, reflecting back what you hear,
asking clarifying questions, and validating emotions even when you disagree with the content. In
recovery, active listening is especially important because it creates the emotional safety
necessary for vulnerability and honesty.

Conflict Resolution Principles: Healthy conflict resolution in recovery involves several key
principles. Address issues when they arise rather than letting resentment build. Focus on the
specific behavior or situation, not the person's character. Take breaks when emotions
escalate—agree on a signal and a plan to return to the conversation. Seek to understand before
seeking to be understood. Be willing to compromise when possible, and accept differences when
compromise isn't possible.

Avoid the "Four Horsemen" identified by relationship researcher Dr. John Gottman: criticism,
contempt, defensiveness, and stonewalling.

Regular Check-Ins: Proactive communication prevents small issues from becoming major
conflicts. Consider establishing regular "state of the union" meetings with your partner—weekly
or bi-weekly conversations dedicated to discussing the relationship, recovery progress, upcoming
challenges, and any concerns. These structured check-ins create a safe space for honest dialogue
and demonstrate ongoing commitment to the relationship's health.

Key Takeaways
The Speaker-Listener technique prevents conversations from becoming debates

XYZ statements address concerns without blame or character attacks

Active listening creates the emotional safety necessary for vulnerability
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Address issues early rather than letting resentment build

Regular check-ins prevent small issues from becoming major conflicts
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Rebuilding Trust and Intimacy in Recovery
Trust and intimacy are often casualties of active addiction. Whether through broken promises,
dishonesty, neglect, or betrayal, addiction erodes the foundation of trust that healthy
relationships require. Rebuilding trust is one of the most challenging—and most
important—aspects of recovery relationships.

Understanding the Damage: Before trust can be rebuilt, both partners need to acknowledge the
damage that has occurred. This doesn't mean dwelling on past hurts or using them as
ammunition, but it does require honest recognition of how addiction affected the relationship. The
person in recovery must take responsibility for their actions without excuses, and the partner
must be willing to eventually move toward forgiveness—not immediately, but as trust is gradually
restored through consistent action.

Trust Is Rebuilt Through Actions, Not Words: In recovery, trust is not restored through promises or
declarations—it is restored through consistent, reliable behavior over time. This means showing
up when you say you will, following through on commitments, being transparent about your
whereabouts and activities, and maintaining honesty even when it's uncomfortable. Each small
act of reliability builds upon the last, gradually creating a new pattern that replaces the old one.

The Vulnerability of Intimacy: True intimacy—emotional, physical, and spiritual—requires
vulnerability, and vulnerability requires safety. For many people in early recovery, substances
served as the primary pathway to intimacy, numbing anxiety and lowering inhibitions. Learning to
be intimate without substances can feel terrifying. It requires patience, gentleness, and a
willingness to sit with discomfort as you learn new ways of connecting.

Timing and Pacing: Most addiction treatment professionals recommend avoiding new romantic
relationships during the first year of recovery. This isn't an arbitrary rule—it reflects the reality
that early recovery requires intense focus on personal growth, and the emotional intensity of new
romance can be a distraction from—or even a substitute for—the hard work of recovery. For
existing relationships, pacing the rebuilding process is equally important. Rushing to "get back to
normal" often means papering over unresolved issues.

The Role of Forgiveness: Forgiveness is a process, not an event. It doesn't mean forgetting what
happened or condoning harmful behavior. Rather, it means releasing the grip of resentment and
choosing to move forward. For the person in recovery, self-forgiveness is equally
important—carrying shame and guilt can be a relapse trigger, and learning to forgive yourself
while maintaining accountability is a delicate but essential balance.

Key Takeaways
Trust is rebuilt through consistent action over time, not through promises

Both partners must acknowledge the damage addiction caused

Learning to be intimate without substances can feel terrifying but is essential

The first year of recovery is generally not the time for new romantic relationships
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Forgiveness is a process of releasing resentment, not condoning harmful behavior
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Building a Recovery Support Network
Healthy relationships in recovery extend far beyond romantic partnerships. Building a
comprehensive support network—including friends, family, sponsors, counselors, and recovery
peers—creates a web of connection that strengthens your recovery and enriches your life.

The Importance of Diverse Support: Relying on a single person for all your emotional and
recovery support is unsustainable and unfair to both of you. A healthy support network includes
people who serve different roles: a sponsor or mentor who guides your recovery work, friends
who share your interests and values, family members who provide love and stability, counselors
or therapists who offer professional guidance, and recovery peers who understand your
experience firsthand.

Evaluating Your Current Relationships: Not everyone in your life before recovery will be part of
your life in recovery, and that's okay. Some relationships may be toxic or triggering. Others may
be with people who are still actively using. Evaluating your current relationships
honestly—without guilt or obligation—is an important step in protecting your recovery. This
doesn't mean cutting everyone off imprudently, but it does mean being intentional about who you
invest your time and energy in.

Making New Connections: Recovery-oriented activities provide natural opportunities for meeting
like-minded people. 12-step meetings, SMART Recovery groups, sober social events, volunteer
opportunities, and recovery-friendly recreational activities all create spaces where new, healthy
connections can develop organically. When building new friendships, look for reciprocity, shared
values, and mutual respect—the same qualities that define healthy romantic relationships.

The Role of Fellowship: Recovery fellowship—the community of people who share the experience
of addiction and recovery—offers a unique form of support that cannot be replicated elsewhere.
Fellow travelers understand the struggles, the language, and the daily reality of recovery in a way
that even the most supportive non-addicted partner or friend cannot. Investing in fellowship
through meeting attendance, service work, and social connection strengthens both your
individual recovery and the recovery community as a whole.

Supporting Others: One of the paradoxes of recovery is that helping others strengthens your own
sobriety. As you gain stability and experience, consider how you can be a supportive presence for
others—whether through sponsorship, peer support, or simply being a reliable friend. The act of
giving back not only builds meaningful relationships but also reinforces your own commitment to
recovery.

Key Takeaways
A diverse support network is stronger than relying on a single person

Honestly evaluate which pre-recovery relationships support your new life

Recovery activities provide natural opportunities for healthy new connections

Recovery fellowship offers unique understanding that others cannot replicate
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Helping others paradoxically strengthens your own sobriety
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REFLECTION, ACTIVITIES & ACTION PLAN

Questions for Self-Reflection
Take your time with these reflections. There are no right or wrong answers—the goal is honest
self-examination. Write as much or as little as feels right, and return to these questions as your
recovery progresses. Your responses are saved automatically.

0 of 8 reflections written

1.What are my non-negotiable needs and boundaries in a relationship, and
how do I communicate these clearly to my partner?
Think about the things that are absolutely essential for you to feel safe, respected, and supported
in a relationship. Consider your recovery needs, emotional needs, and physical needs. How do
you currently communicate these? How could you improve?

2.How do I define trust, respect, and support in a relationship, and what do
these look like in practice?
Move beyond abstract definitions. What specific behaviors and actions demonstrate trust,
respect, and support in your daily life? What does it look like when someone truly has your back
in recovery?

3.What are some of the challenges or triggers that I face in relationships, and
how can I work with my partner to navigate these in a healthy way?
Consider patterns from your past relationships. What situations trigger conflict, anxiety, or the
urge to use? How have you handled these in the past versus how you would like to handle them
going forward?

4.How do I balance my recovery and personal growth with the needs and
priorities of my relationship and my partner?
Recovery requires significant time and energy, especially early on. How do you ensure your
recovery remains a priority while also investing in your relationships? Where have you struggled
with this balance?
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5.What are some of the positive qualities and strengths that I bring to a
relationship, and how can I cultivate and share these with my partner?
Focus on your genuine strengths—not what you wish you were, but what you actually offer.
Recovery often reveals strengths that were hidden during active addiction. What positive
qualities are emerging as you heal?

6.What unhealthy relationship patterns have I repeated in the past, and what
steps am I taking to break these cycles in recovery?
Look honestly at your relationship history. Do you see patterns of codependency, avoidance,
people-pleasing, control, or other unhealthy dynamics? What is different now that you are in
recovery?

7.Who in my current support network genuinely supports my recovery, and
who may be a risk to my sobriety?
Take an honest inventory of the people in your life. Without judgment or guilt, identify who lifts
you up and who pulls you down. Consider what changes may be necessary to protect your
recovery.

8.How has my relationship with myself changed since entering recovery, and
how does self-relationship affect my relationships with others?
The relationship you have with yourself sets the template for every other relationship. How has
your self-perception, self-care, and self-compassion evolved since entering recovery?
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REFLECTION, ACTIVITIES & ACTION PLAN

Activities for Building Healthy Relationships
These activities are designed to be completed with your partner, a trusted friend, or a counselor.
Each activity builds practical skills for creating and maintaining healthy relationships in recovery.
Work at your own pace and revisit activities as needed.

0 of 5 activities completed

Activity 1: Couples Recovery Plan
Work with your partner to create a shared recovery plan that outlines your individual and
collective goals, needs, and strategies for support.

My Individual Recovery Goals

My Partner's Individual Goals

Our Shared Goals as a Couple

My Triggers & How My Partner Can Help

My Partner's Triggers & How I Can Help

Our Communication Agreements
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Our Crisis & Relapse Prevention Plan

Recovery Activities We'll Do Together

Activity 2: Trust & Intimacy Building
Explore and strengthen the trust and intimacy in your relationship through guided reflection and
vulnerable sharing.

What Trust Means to Me

How Trust Was Affected by Addiction

Actions I'm Taking to Rebuild Trust

Something Vulnerable I Want to Share

What I Appreciate About My Partner
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How I Want to Grow in Intimacy

Activity 3: Boundary Setting & Assertiveness
Define, communicate, and commit to healthy boundaries that protect your recovery and your
relationships.

My Physical Boundaries

My Emotional Boundaries

My Recovery Boundaries

My Time & Energy Boundaries

Difficult Boundary Conversations I Need to Have

Our Shared Boundary Agreement
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Activity 4: Conflict Resolution & Communication Skills
Learn and practice effective communication strategies for navigating conflict in recovery
relationships.

My Unhealthy Conflict Patterns

Practice: Write 3 XYZ Statements

My Active Listening Self-Assessment

My Conflict Triggers & De-escalation Strategies

Our "State of the Union" Check-In Plan

How I Will Repair After Conflict

Activity 5: Couples Gratitude & Appreciation
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Cultivate a practice of gratitude and appreciation that strengthens your relationship and supports
your recovery.

10 Things I Appreciate About My Partner

What I'm Grateful For in Our Relationship

How I Will Express Appreciation This Week

Recovery Gratitude I Want to Share with My Partner

Our Daily/Weekly Gratitude Practice Plan
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REFLECTION, ACTIVITIES & ACTION PLAN

My Healthy Relationships Action Plan
Based on everything you've read, assessed, and reflected on, create a personal action plan for
building and maintaining healthy relationships in your recovery. This is your commitment to
yourself and your growth. Review and update this plan regularly with your counselor or sponsor.

1.My #1 Relationship Strength in Recovery

2.My #1 Area for Growth

3.My 30-Day Relationship Goal

4.One Daily Action I Will Take

5.One Boundary I Will Set or Strengthen

6.One Difficult Conversation I Will Have

7.Support I Will Seek
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8.How I Will Stay Accountable

My Commitment Statement

"The quality of your recovery is directly related to the quality of your relationships."

Support Resources
National Domestic Violence Hotline

1-800-799-7233 (24/7)

SAMHSA National Helpline

1-800-662-4357 (Free, confidential, 24/7)

National Alliance for Eating Disorders

1-866-662-1235

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline

Call or text 988 (24/7)

Al-Anon Family Groups

al-anon.org — Support for families of those with addiction

Gottman Institute

gottman.com — Research-based relationship tools

© The Recovery Files — www.TheRecoveryFiles.com

Embrace, Empower & Evolve
This worksheet is intended for educational and therapeutic purposes. It is not a substitute for
professional clinical treatment.


