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READING

Introduction: What Is Codependency?
Codependency is a pattern of behavior characterized by an excessive focus on the needs, wants,
and problems of others, often at the expense of one's own well-being. Originally coined in the
addiction treatment field to describe the partners and family members of people with substance
use disorders, codependency has since been recognized as a broader relational pattern that can
affect anyone—and that has profound implications for addiction recovery.

At its core, codependency involves a fundamental imbalance: the codependent person organizes
their entire life around another person's needs, moods, and behaviors. They become so focused
on managing, controlling, or caring for someone else that they lose touch with their own identity,
needs, and desires. This isn't simply being a caring or generous person—it's a compulsive pattern
that erodes self-worth, enables dysfunction, and ultimately harms both people in the relationship.

For individuals in substance use disorder recovery, understanding codependency is essential for
several reasons. First, codependent patterns often played a significant role in the development
and maintenance of addiction. Many people used substances to cope with the emotional
exhaustion, resentment, and loss of identity that codependency creates. Second, codependent
behaviors can sabotage recovery by keeping individuals trapped in relationships and dynamics
that trigger relapse. Third, true recovery involves not just abstaining from substances but building
a healthy, authentic life—and that requires addressing the relational patterns that kept you stuck.

Codependency is not a clinical diagnosis in the traditional sense, but it is a widely recognized
pattern that therapists, counselors, and recovery professionals encounter daily. It exists on a
spectrum—from mild people-pleasing tendencies to severe self-abandonment that puts one's
physical and emotional health at risk. Wherever you fall on that spectrum, understanding and
addressing codependent patterns is a critical component of sustainable, meaningful recovery.

Key takeaways
Codependency involves organizing your life around another person's needs at the expense of
your own

It is more than being caring—it's a compulsive pattern that erodes self-worth

Codependent patterns often contributed to the development and maintenance of addiction

Codependent behaviors can sabotage recovery by enabling relapse-triggering dynamics

Understanding codependency is essential for building a healthy, authentic life in recovery

Characteristics of Codependency
Codependency manifests through a constellation of interconnected behaviors, thought patterns,
and emotional responses that together create a self-reinforcing cycle of self-neglect and
other-focus. Recognizing these characteristics in yourself is the first step toward breaking free.

Difficulty Setting Boundaries and Saying "No": The codependent person struggles to establish and
maintain healthy limits in relationships. They may agree to things they don't want to do, tolerate
behavior they find unacceptable, or give more than they can afford—emotionally, physically, or
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financially. When they do attempt to set a boundary, they are often overcome by guilt, anxiety, or
fear of the other person's reaction, and quickly retreat. Over time, this pattern teaches others
that their boundaries aren't real, creating a vicious cycle of escalating demands and collapsing
limits.

Placing Others' Needs Above One's Own: While selflessness can be admirable, codependent
self-sacrifice goes far beyond healthy generosity. The codependent person chronically neglects
their own physical health, emotional needs, personal goals, and recovery activities in order to
attend to someone else. They may skip meals, lose sleep, miss therapy appointments, or
abandon hobbies and friendships—all because they are consumed with managing another
person's life. The insidious aspect of this pattern is that it often feels noble and virtuous, making it
harder to recognize as harmful.

Deriving Self-Worth from Being Needed: For many codependent individuals, their sense of
identity and value is inextricably tied to their role as helper, fixer, or caretaker. Without someone
to rescue, they feel purposeless and worthless. This creates a paradoxical dynamic where the
codependent person unconsciously needs the other person to remain struggling or
dependent—because their own sense of self depends on it. In recovery, this pattern can manifest
as resistance to a partner's improvement, or seeking out new people to "save."

Enabling Others' Problematic Behaviors: Enabling is one of the most destructive aspects of
codependency. It involves protecting someone from the natural consequences of their
behavior—making excuses, covering up, cleaning up messes, providing financial support for
destructive habits, or minimizing the severity of problems. In the context of addiction, enabling
can literally be life-threatening, as it removes the motivation for the struggling person to seek
help and creates a cushion that allows the addiction to continue.

Struggling with Intimacy and Authentic Self-Expression: Codependent individuals often have
difficulty being genuine and vulnerable in relationships. They may present a false self that they
believe is more acceptable, hide their true feelings to avoid conflict, or use people-pleasing as a
substitute for genuine connection. This creates relationships that feel hollow or unsatisfying, even
when they appear functional on the surface. In recovery, this pattern can prevent the formation of
the authentic connections that are essential for healing.

Feeling Responsible for Others' Actions, Feelings, and Choices: The codependent person takes on
emotional responsibility that doesn't belong to them. If their partner is unhappy, they believe it's
their fault. If someone makes a poor choice, they believe they should have prevented it. This
excessive sense of responsibility creates chronic anxiety, guilt, and hypervigilance—a state of
constant monitoring and managing that is emotionally exhausting and leaves no room for
self-care or personal growth.

Key takeaways
Boundary difficulties create a cycle where others learn your limits aren't real

Codependent self-sacrifice often feels noble, making it harder to recognize as harmful

Needing to be needed creates a paradox where you unconsciously need others to stay struggling
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Enabling removes the natural consequences that motivate change

False-self presentation prevents the authentic connections essential for healing

Taking responsibility for others' feelings creates chronic anxiety and emotional exhaustion

Where Codependency Comes From
Codependency doesn't develop in a vacuum. It is shaped by childhood experiences, family
dynamics, cultural messages, and developmental factors that teach us to prioritize others at our
own expense. Understanding where your codependent patterns originated is not about assigning
blame—it's about developing compassion for yourself and gaining the insight needed to create
change.

Childhood Experiences of Neglect, Abuse, or Inconsistent Parenting: Children who grow up with
neglectful, abusive, or emotionally unavailable parents often learn to become hyperattuned to
others' emotional states as a survival mechanism. When a parent's mood determines whether the
home is safe or dangerous, the child quickly learns to read, anticipate, and manage that parent's
emotions. This adaptive response becomes maladaptive in adulthood, as the person continues to
organize their life around others' emotional states—even when the survival threat no longer
exists.

Growing Up in a Family with Addiction, Mental Illness, or Dysfunction: Families affected by
addiction often assign rigid roles to their members: the hero, the scapegoat, the lost child, the
mascot, the enabler. Children raised in these environments learn that love is conditional, that
expressing needs is dangerous, and that their worth depends on their ability to maintain family
stability. These lessons become the blueprint for adult relationships, creating patterns of
caretaking, people-pleasing, and emotional suppression that persist long after leaving the family
home.

Cultural and Societal Messages: Many cultures and communities reinforce codependent behavior
through messages that equate self-sacrifice with virtue, particularly for women and caregivers.
Messages like "putting yourself first is selfish," "a good mother always puts her children first," or
"you should always be there for your partner" can normalize self-neglect and create guilt around
self-care. Religious communities sometimes reinforce these messages through teachings about
selfless service, which, while valuable in moderation, can become toxic when taken to extremes.

Low Self-Esteem and Lack of Identity: When a person lacks a strong, independent sense of self,
they are vulnerable to defining themselves through relationships. If you were never encouraged
to develop your own interests, opinions, and goals—or if those were actively discouraged—it
makes sense that you would seek identity and purpose through others. Low self-esteem creates a
belief that you are only valuable when you are useful, and this belief drives the compulsive
caretaking that characterizes codependency.

Fear of Abandonment or Rejection: At the deepest level, many codependent behaviors are driven
by an overwhelming fear of being alone. The codependent person believes—often
unconsciously—that if they stop being indispensable, they will be abandoned. This fear drives
them to accommodate, enable, and sacrifice without limit, because the alternative—being
left—feels worse than any amount of self-neglect. In recovery, this fear can be particularly acute,
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as the person may have burned bridges or lost relationships through their addiction, making the
remaining connections feel even more precious and fragile.

Key takeaways
Childhood hyperattunement to caregivers' emotions was a survival mechanism that became
maladaptive

Family roles in addiction households create blueprints for codependent adult relationships

Cultural messages can normalize self-neglect and create guilt around self-care

Lack of independent identity makes people define themselves through relationships

Fear of abandonment drives accommodation and enabling without limit

Understanding origins creates compassion, not blame—it's the foundation for change

The Codependency-Addiction Connection
The relationship between codependency and addiction is bidirectional and deeply intertwined.
Codependent patterns can both contribute to the development of substance use disorders and be
significantly worsened by them. Understanding this connection is critical for anyone in recovery
who wants to address not just the substance use, but the underlying relational patterns that
fueled it.

How Codependency Contributes to Addiction: Many people develop substance use problems as a
way of coping with the emotional toll of codependent relationships. The chronic anxiety of
managing someone else's emotions, the resentment of constantly giving while receiving little in
return, the grief of losing your own identity, and the shame of being unable to "fix" the person
you love—all of these create intense emotional pain that substances can temporarily numb.
Alcohol may help the codependent person "relax" after a day of hypervigilance. Stimulants may
provide the energy needed to keep up with endless caretaking demands. Opioids may dull the
deep sadness of a life lived for others.

How Addiction Reinforces Codependency: Once addiction develops, it creates new dynamics that
intensify codependent patterns. The addicted person becomes increasingly dependent and
unpredictable, triggering the codependent person's drive to manage and control. The chaos of
active addiction creates constant crises that demand the codependent person's attention, making
self-care seem impossible. And the shame and stigma of addiction can isolate both partners from
outside support, creating an insular dynamic where the codependent relationship is the only
connection either person has.

The Enabling-Addiction Cycle: One of the most dangerous intersections of codependency and
addiction is the enabling cycle. The codependent person, driven by fear, love, and a need to be
needed, protects the addicted person from consequences—paying their bills, calling in sick for
them, making excuses, hiding evidence of use. While these actions come from a place of care,
they remove the natural consequences that often motivate change, effectively allowing the
addiction to progress. The codependent person then becomes more stressed and overwhelmed,
potentially increasing their own substance use to cope, and the cycle deepens.
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Codependency in Recovery: Entering recovery disrupts the codependent system, which can be
both liberating and terrifying. The codependent person may feel lost without their familiar role as
caretaker. They may unconsciously sabotage their own recovery to maintain the dynamic, or they
may transfer their codependent patterns to new relationships—including relationships with
sponsors, counselors, or fellow recovery members. Recovery requires not just stopping substance
use, but fundamentally redefining how you relate to yourself and others.

The Double Recovery: For individuals who are both codependent and addicted, recovery involves
two parallel processes: addressing the substance use disorder and addressing the codependent
patterns. Neglecting either one puts the other at risk. A person who gets sober but continues to
organize their life around someone else's needs will eventually face the same emotional pain that
drove them to use in the first place. True recovery means reclaiming your own life, identity, and
needs—not just putting down the substance.

Key takeaways
Many people developed addictions to cope with the emotional toll of codependent relationships

Active addiction intensifies codependent patterns by creating chaos and dependency

Enabling removes the consequences that motivate change, allowing addiction to progress

Entering recovery disrupts the codependent system, which can be terrifying

Codependent patterns can be transferred to new recovery relationships

True recovery requires addressing both substance use and codependent patterns simultaneously

Addressing Codependency in Recovery
Breaking free from codependency is not a single event—it is a gradual, ongoing process of
self-discovery, skill-building, and relational transformation. Like addiction recovery itself, it
requires patience, support, and a willingness to tolerate discomfort as you learn new ways of
being. The following strategies form a comprehensive approach to addressing codependency in
recovery.

Developing Self-Awareness and Insight: The foundation of codependency recovery is awareness.
You cannot change patterns you don't recognize. This involves learning to observe your thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors without judgment—noticing when you're slipping into caretaking mode,
recognizing when you're ignoring your own needs, and identifying the emotional triggers that
activate codependent responses. Journaling, mindfulness practice, and therapy can all support
this process.

Learning to Set and Maintain Healthy Boundaries: Boundaries are the practical skill that
transforms awareness into action. This means learning to identify your limits, communicate them
clearly, and follow through consistently—even when met with resistance. Boundary-setting in
codependency recovery often begins with small, manageable limits and gradually expands as
confidence grows. It's important to understand that boundaries are not punishments or attempts
to control others—they are self-protective guidelines that define what you will and will not accept.
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Practicing Self-Care and Prioritizing Your Own Needs: For the codependent person, self-care is not
a luxury—it is a radical act of recovery. This means scheduling time for activities that nourish you,
attending to your physical health, maintaining your recovery practices, and learning to sit with
the discomfort of not attending to someone else's needs. Initially, self-care may feel selfish or
anxiety-provoking. These feelings are normal and are a sign that you're challenging deeply
ingrained patterns.

Cultivating a Strong Sense of Self: Recovery from codependency involves discovering—or
rediscovering—who you are apart from your relationships. What are your values, interests,
passions, and goals? What kind of life do you want to build? This process of identity development
can be both exciting and disorienting, especially if you've spent years defining yourself through
others. Therapy, journaling, creative expression, and trying new activities can all support this
exploration.

Engaging in Therapy: Professional support is invaluable for codependency recovery.
Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) can help identify and challenge the distorted beliefs that drive
codependent behavior. Family systems therapy can address the relational dynamics that
perpetuate codependency. Dialectical behavior therapy (DBT) can build skills in emotional
regulation, distress tolerance, and interpersonal effectiveness. Trauma-focused therapies such as
EMDR or somatic experiencing can heal the childhood wounds that underlie codependent
patterns.

Participating in Support Groups: Groups like Codependents Anonymous (CoDA) and Al-Anon
provide community, shared understanding, and practical tools for codependency recovery.
Hearing others' stories can normalize your experience, reduce shame, and provide hope that
change is possible. The fellowship of a support group also provides a safe space to practice new
relational skills—including boundary-setting, authentic self-expression, and receiving support
without guilt.

Developing Assertiveness and Communication Skills: Codependency recovery requires learning to
express your needs, feelings, and boundaries clearly and directly. This includes practicing "I"
statements, learning to tolerate disagreement without capitulating, developing the ability to say
"no" without over-explaining, and building comfort with conflict as a natural part of healthy
relationships.

Exploring and Healing from Past Trauma: For many codependent individuals, the roots of their
patterns lie in childhood trauma—whether overt abuse and neglect, or more subtle forms of
emotional invalidation and parentification. Healing these wounds is essential for sustainable
change, as unresolved trauma continues to drive codependent behaviors regardless of how much
cognitive understanding you develop.

Key takeaways
Awareness is the foundation—you cannot change patterns you don't recognize

Boundary-setting begins small and expands as confidence grows

Self-care is not selfish—it is a radical act of recovery for codependent individuals
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Identity development means discovering who you are apart from your relationships

Professional therapy addresses the beliefs, dynamics, and trauma underlying codependency

Support groups normalize the experience and provide safe spaces for practicing new skills

Healing childhood wounds is essential for sustainable, lasting change

From Codependency to Healthy Interdependence
The goal of codependency recovery is not to become completely independent or to stop caring
about others. The goal is to develop healthy interdependence—a way of relating that balances
caring for others with caring for yourself, that maintains individual identity within the context of
connection, and that allows both people to grow, contribute, and thrive.

Understanding the Spectrum: Relationships can be understood on a spectrum from dependence (I
can't function without you) through codependence (my entire focus is on your needs) to
independence (I don't need anyone) to interdependence (we support each other while
maintaining our individual selves). Healthy interdependence is the sweet spot—where two whole,
self-aware individuals choose to share their lives and support each other's growth.

Characteristics of Healthy Interdependence: In interdependent relationships, both people
maintain their own identity, interests, and friendships. They communicate openly and honestly
about their needs and feelings. They set and respect boundaries. They share responsibility and
decision-making. They support each other's growth and goals, even when these differ from their
own. They can tolerate conflict and disagreement without losing their sense of self. And they take
responsibility for their own emotions and choices while offering genuine empathy and support.

The Recovery Relationship: For people in recovery, healthy interdependence means building
relationships where your sobriety is supported but not controlled by your partner. It means being
able to ask for help without feeling weak, and offering help without losing yourself. It means
having honest conversations about recovery challenges without fear of judgment. And it means
trusting that the relationship can survive the ups and downs of recovery because it's built on a
foundation of mutual respect, individual strength, and genuine love.

What Healthy Interdependence Looks Like Day to Day: In practical terms, healthy
interdependence means you attend to your own recovery practices without guilt. You speak up
when something bothers you rather than stuffing your feelings. You allow your partner to have
their own emotions without trying to fix them. You pursue your own interests and friendships. You
ask for what you need and accept "no" without resentment. You offer support willingly but
recognize when you need to prioritize yourself. You celebrate your partner's successes without
feeling threatened, and you acknowledge your own struggles without shame.

The Journey from Codependency to Interdependence: This transformation doesn't happen
overnight. There will be setbacks, old patterns that resurface under stress, and moments when
codependent behavior feels easier and more familiar than the discomfort of change. The key is
persistence, self-compassion, and a commitment to the process—just like recovery from addiction
itself. Every time you choose your own well-being, set a boundary, or express an authentic need,
you are building the foundation for healthier relationships and a more fulfilling life.
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Key takeaways
The goal is healthy interdependence, not complete independence

Interdependence means two whole individuals choosing to support each other's growth

Healthy recovery relationships support sobriety without controlling it

Day-to-day interdependence involves speaking up, setting limits, and pursuing your own life

The journey requires persistence and self-compassion—setbacks are normal

Every healthy choice builds the foundation for better relationships
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REFLECTION, ACTIVITIES & ACTION PLAN
These questions invite deep, honest self-examination. There are no right or wrong answers. Take
your time, write from the heart, and be compassionate with yourself. Codependency often has
deep roots, and exploring them takes courage.

In what specific situations do I most struggle to set boundaries, and what am I afraid will happen
if I do?

How did my family of origin model relationships, caregiving, and boundaries? What messages did
I absorb?

How has codependency specifically affected my addiction and my recovery?

Who am I when I'm not taking care of someone else? What are my own interests, values, and
goals?

What does enabling look like in my life, and what natural consequences am I protecting someone
from?

How do I confuse being a good person with having no limits? What would self-care look like if I
truly believed I deserved it?

What is my greatest fear about changing my codependent patterns, and what do I have to gain?
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How do I want my relationships to look one year from now, and what steps am I willing to take to
get there?
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REFLECTION, ACTIVITIES & ACTION PLAN
These activities build practical skills for breaking codependent patterns and developing healthier
ways of relating. Work at your own pace and revisit exercises as you grow in your recovery. Some
activities may be enhanced by working with a therapist, counselor, or support group.

Activity 1: Boundary Setting Practice
Identify a situation where you struggle to set boundaries and develop a clear, assertive script for
communicating your limits. Practice delivering this script with a trusted friend, therapist, or
support group member.

Describe a Specific Boundary Situation

What Am I Afraid Will Happen If I Set This Boundary?

My Boundary-Setting Script

Rehearsal Notes & Feedback

What Happened When I Set the Boundary

Activity 2: Self-Care Planning
Create a comprehensive self-care plan that prioritizes your physical, emotional, and spiritual
well-being. Schedule these activities and commit to following through, even when the urge to
prioritize others arises.

Physical Self-Care (Body)
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Emotional Self-Care (Heart)

Recovery Self-Care (Sobriety)

Spiritual Self-Care (Soul)

Anticipated Obstacles & How I'll Handle Them

My Weekly Self-Care Schedule

Activity 3: Codependency Recovery Journal
Use structured journaling to explore your codependent patterns, their triggers, their impact, and
the steps you're taking to develop healthier ways of relating.

A Recent Codependent Trigger Situation

My Thoughts During the Situation
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How This Affected Me

What a Healthier Response Would Look Like

The Pattern I See Repeating

Progress I'm Making

Activity 4: Needs & Feelings Check-In
Practice the radical act of checking in with yourself about your own needs and feelings. For
codependent individuals, this simple practice can be surprisingly difficult and profoundly
transformative.

Right Now, My Body Needs...

Right Now, I Am Feeling...
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The Deepest Need I'm Not Meeting Right Now

One Thing I Can Do for Myself Right Now

If I Feel Guilty About This, I Want to Remind Myself...

Activity 5: Assertiveness Role-Play Preparation
Prepare for assertiveness practice by writing scripts and scenarios that you can role-play with a
therapist, support group, or trusted friend.

Scenario 1: Saying "No" to an Unreasonable Request

Scenario 2: Expressing a Need Without Guilt

Scenario 3: Stopping Enabling Behavior

What Makes Assertiveness Hard for Me
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Assertiveness Affirmations I Will Use
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REFLECTION, ACTIVITIES & ACTION PLAN
Based on everything you've read, assessed, and reflected on, create a personalized plan for
addressing codependency and building healthier relationships. This plan should complement—not
replace—your substance use recovery work. Review and update regularly with your counselor or
sponsor.

My Top 3 Codependent Patterns to Address

One Boundary I Will Set This Week

My Non-Negotiable Daily Self-Care Practice

One Thing I Will Do for My Own Growth

Professional & Peer Support I Will Seek

My Plan for When Codependent Urges Arise

How I Will Stay Accountable
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My 30-Day Codependency Recovery Goal

My Commitment to Breaking Free

This worksheet is intended for educational and therapeutic purposes. It is not a substitute for
professional clinical treatment.
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