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Understanding Control
Dimensions in Addiction

A Comprehensive Self-Assessment
Control & the lllusion of Management
Topic Studies - The Recovery Files

In this workbook: key ideas, worksheet.

The topic's scored self-assessment is in the app.
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KEY IDEAS

Understanding Control Dimensions in Addiction
The Paradox of Control

The Central Paradox

The illusion of control is a hallmark of addiction—the belief that we can manage, limit, or direct
our substance use while addiction progressively undermines that very control. The more intensely
we try to control our use, the more firmly addiction controls us.

"Recovery begins not with perfecting control, but with recognizing its limitations and surrendering
to a different path—one based on honesty, connection, and acceptance."
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The Seven Control Dimensions

How Control Manifests in Addiction
1

Controlling Use Patterns

Rules about when, how, and how much to use
2

Controlling People's Perceptions
Managing others' knowledge and beliefs

3

Controlling Environments & Access
Modifying surroundings and supply

4

Controlling Consequences

Focusing on what hasn't been lost

5

Time & Effort in Control

Energy devoted to maintaining systems

6

Emotional Control
Using substances to regulate feelings

7

Control in Early Recovery

Control patterns in the recovery process
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Controlling Use Patterns

The First Line of Defense

The illusion of control often begins with attempts to manage how, when, and how much we use
substances. These rules may initially provide a sense of mastery but gradually become more
complex and less effective as addiction progresses.

Common Manifestations:

« Setting time restrictions ("only after 5 PM" or "only on weekends")
» Rotating substances to prevent tolerance

« Measuring exact amounts to prove control

e Taking "breaks" to demonstrate willpower

« Creating elaborate use rituals that provide a sense of order

These control attempts often become increasingly rigid while simultaneously being violated,
creating cycles of shame and recommitment to even stricter controls.

Controlling People's Perceptions

The Weight of Secrecy

As addiction progresses, managing others' perceptions becomes increasingly important. This
dimension involves carefully constructing and maintaining an external image that hides the
reality of substance use and its impacts.

Common Strategies:

« Compartmentalizing relationships to prevent information sharing
« Creating elaborate explanations for behavior changes

» Maintaining a carefully curated public image

e Avoiding situations where control of perceptions is difficult

« Becoming defensive when questioned about substance use

The energy required to maintain these false perceptions creates significant stress while
preventing authentic connection and support.
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Emotional Control Through Substances

When Substances Become Emotional Tools

At its core, addiction often serves as an attempt to control emotional states—to induce pleasant
feelings or suppress painful ones. This dimension reflects how substances become a primary
emotional regulation strategy.

Warning Signs:

e Using substances to manage specific emotional states

« Believing substances are necessary for normal functioning

« Using substances to both celebrate and cope

e Experiencing anxiety when access is uncertain

« Avoiding emotional situations where substance use isn't possible

This emotional dependence often underlies other control dimensions and requires development of
new emotional regulation strategies in recovery.

The Path Beyond Control

From Management to Freedom

Recovery requires a fundamental shift from control to surrender. The energy once devoted to
maintaining complex control systems becomes available for authentic engagement with yourself
and others.

The paradox of recovery: freedom comes not through perfecting control but through accepting its
limitations.

1

Honest acknowledgment of failed control attempts
2

Surrender to the recovery process

3

Authentic sharing about struggles

4

Building genuine connections

5

Developing new emotional regulation skills
6

Focusing on progress rather than perfection
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WORKSHEET

Control Dimensions Worksheet

Self-Reflection & Personal Control Map

Self-Reflection Questions

Take time to deeply consider these questions about your relationship with control in addiction
and recovery.

Understanding Your Control Landscape

1. Which control dimension most strongly characterizes your relationship with substances, and
why do you think that is?

2. How have your control attempts evolved over time as your substance use progressed?

3. What were your earliest attempts to control your use, and how did they change as time went
on?

4. In what situations do you find yourself most strongly driven to exert control?

5. How do your control patterns interact with each other? For example, does emotional control
lead to controlling environments?

The Psychology of Control

1. What underlying fears or insecurities might be driving your need for control?
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2. How does perfectionism influence your approach to both substance use and recovery?

3. What beliefs about addiction and recovery support your control orientation?

4. How might past experiences with uncertainty or chaos influence your relationship with control?

5. In what other life areas do you notice similar control patterns, and how might they be
connected?

The Impact of Control

1. How has your focus on control affected your relationships with others?

2. What has been the emotional cost of maintaining your control systems?

3. How has attempting to control your use actually strengthened your addiction?
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4. What opportunities or experiences have you missed due to the demands of your control
systems?

5. How has the gap between your desired control and actual outcomes affected your
self-perception?

Moving Beyond Control

1. What aspects of surrender have been most challenging for you?

2. What small experiences of letting go have been positive in your recovery so far?

3. What fears arise when you consider releasing control in your recovery?

4. What recovery resources could help you develop alternatives to control?

5. How might vulnerability strengthen rather than weaken your recovery?
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Creating Your Personal Control Map

For each control dimension, list specific examples from your experience. This personalized
mapping helps you move beyond generic understanding to recognize the highly specific way
control patterns operate in your life.

Controlling Use Patterns

[0 Controlling People's Perceptions [0 Controlling Environments and Access [ Controlling
Consequences O Time and Effort in Control OO Emotional Control

Control in Early Recovery

Controlling Use Patterns

Add Example

Tip: Update this map regularly as you discover new patterns or resolve existing ones. The more
specific your examples, the more valuable this inventory becomes for your recovery.

Email it
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