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Facing Feelings: Emotional
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Understanding and Addressing Emotional Avoidance in Recovery
Understanding Fear in Recovery
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In this workbook: key ideas, reading, worksheet.

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

The Deceptive Effectiveness

When Relief Becomes Limitation

Emotional avoidance provides immediate relief in the short term. However, this relief comes at
significant cost: emotional growth is stunted, authentic connections are limited, and underlying
patterns remain unaddressed.

Over time, continued avoidance creates a narrowing life where more situations must be
controlled to prevent emotional discomfort.

The Seven Dimensions of Emotional Avoidance

Recognizing How Avoidance Operates
1

Awareness Avoidance
Preventing recognition of emotions
2

Emotional Numbing
Dampening all emotional experience
3

Intellectual Deflection
Thinking instead of feeling

4

Emotional Suppression
Pushing down surfacing emotions
5

Diversion Tactics

Shifting attention away

6

Selective Engagement
Allowing only certain emotions

7

Temporal Avoidance

Postponing emotional processing
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Awareness Avoidance & Emotional Numbing

The Foundation of Disconnection

Awareness Avoidance
Preventing recognition before it even begins.
« X Constant busyness preventing quiet moments

e X Using generic language regardless of state
e X Focusing only on external circumstances

Emotional Numbing
General dampening affecting all emotions.

e X Feeling flat or disconnected
« X Difficulty with positive emotions
e X Preferring neutrality to pain

Intellectual Deflection & Suppression

Active Avoidance Strategies
Intellectual Deflection
Using thinking to avoid feeling.

e X Analyzing instead of experiencing
« X Discussing theoretically
e X Treating emotions as problems

Emotional Suppression

Active efforts to push down recognized emotions.

e X Telling yourself emotions are inappropriate
e X Judging "negative" responses
« X Talking yourself out of feelings
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Diversion, Selection & Postponement

Sophisticated Avoidance Patterns

Diversion Tactics

Changing subject, using humor, engaging in distractions, leaving situations

Selective Emotional Engagement

Allowing anger but avoiding vulnerability, limiting intensity, setting rules about acceptable
emotions

Temporal Emotional Avoidance

Avoiding past wounds, worrying about future, rushing through work, postponing until crisis
The Path to Emotional Presence

From Avoidance to Authentic Experience

Building Emotional Capacity

Develop Awareness: Identify and name emotions as they arise
Create Safe Space: Designate times for emotional processing
Build Tolerance: Sit with discomfort without changing it
Express Skillfully: Share vulnerably in safe settings

Practice Integration: Connect emotions with recovery wisdom

Emotions are messengers carrying important information about your needs, values, boundaries,
and growth edges.
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CORE READING
Facing Feelings: Emotional Avoidance

Understanding and Addressing Emotional Avoidance in Recovery

Understanding Emotional Avoidance

Emotional avoidance—the tendency to sidestep, suppress, or escape difficult feelings—is a core
challenge in recovery. For many people, substances served primarily as a way to manage
emotional states, making the development of healthier emotional responses a critical recovery
task.

In the short term, avoiding difficult feelings provides immediate relief. However, this relief comes
at significant cost.

The Cost of Avoidance

« Emotional growth is stunted

« Authentic connections are limited

« Underlying patterns driving substance use remain unaddressed
« Creates a narrowing life requiring more control

Awareness Avoidance

What It Is

Awareness avoidance involves strategies that prevent the initial recognition and identification of
emotional states. This operates at the level of basic emotional awareness, making it particularly
challenging since the individual often doesn't realize they're experiencing emotion at all.

Common Manifestations

« Keeping constantly busy to prevent quiet moments

« Difficulty identifying or naming specific emotions

» Disconnection between physical manifestations and awareness

e Using generic language ("fine," "okay") regardless of actual state
« Focusing exclusively on external circumstances

Emotional Numbing

A general dampening of emotional experience, affecting both difficult and positive emotions.
After using substances to manage intensity, many continue numbing patterns through various
behaviors.

* Feeling emotionally "flat" or disconnected

- Difficulty experiencing positive emotions fully

e Using behaviors (food, media, work) to maintain distance
e Preferring emotional neutrality to pain

« Going through life's motions without engagement

Intellectual Deflection
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What It Is

Using cognitive processes to create distance from direct emotional experience. Particularly
common among those with strong intellectual capacities and difficult to recognize since it
presents as recovery insight.

Warning Signs

» Analyzing rather than experiencing

e Discussing theoretically without integration
e Treating emotions as problems to solve

« Using knowledge to create distance

e Focusing on others' processes

Emotional Suppression & Diversion

Emotional Suppression
Active efforts to push down or eliminate emotions once recognized.
« Attempting to ignore surfacing emotions

e Judging "negative" emotional responses
e Trying to talk oneself out of feelings

Diversion Tactics

Behavioral strategies to shift attention away from emotional content.

« Changing subject when sensitive topics arise
e Using humor to deflect
» Leaving when content becomes intense

Selective & Temporal Avoidance

Selective Emotional Engagement

Allowing certain emotions while avoiding others, creating imbalanced emotional life.

Temporal Emotional Avoidance

Postponing emotional processing or focusing away from the present moment.
Building Emotional Presence

The Path Forward

The goal isn't perfect emotional presence or expression. It's developing awareness to recognize
emotional avoidance patterns, tools to respond effectively, and perspective to see emotions as
valuable information.

Between the emotional avoidance urge and your response lies a space of choice—that pause is
where freedom lives.
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WORKSHEET

Emotional Avoidance Worksheet

Self-Reflection & Personalized Emotional Avoidance Mapping

Self-Reflection Questions

Understanding Your Emotional Avoidance Landscape

1. Which category of emotional avoidance (awareness avoidance, emotional numbing, intellectual
deflection, etc.) affects you most powerfully, and why do you think that is?

2. What specific emotional avoidance patterns have you noticed that don't seem to fit neatly into
any category or that surprise you with their subtlety?

3. How have your emotional avoidance patterns evolved or changed throughout your recovery
journey?

4. Which specific emotions do you most consistently avoid, and what might these emotions be
trying to communicate?

5. Are there emotions you've become more comfortable experiencing in recovery? What made
this growth possible?

The Psychology of Your Emotional Avoidance
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1. How does understanding emotional avoidance as a learned survival strategy rather than a
character flaw affect your relationship with it?

2. In what ways might your family of origin or cultural background have shaped your emotional
avoidance patterns?

3. How did substances help you manage emotional states, and what might this reveal about
emotions you find most challenging?

4. What early warning signs might indicate you're beginning an emotional avoidance pattern
before it's fully established?

5. How might trauma experiences or co-occurring conditions affect your emotional avoidance
tendencies?

Developing Your Emotional Management Strategies

1. What specific strategies have proven most effective for helping you stay present with difficult
emotions?

2. What role does preparation play in your approach to situations likely to evoke strong emotions?
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3. How do you balance emotional presence with appropriate self-care?

4. What recovery support resources do you mobilize when facing strong emotional avoidance
urges?

5. How might you strengthen your response to the emotional avoidance category you identified
as most challenging?

Building Emotional Resilience

1. How has your relationship with emotions changed throughout your recovery journey?

2. What values or goals help motivate you to face rather than avoid emotional experiences?

3. How do you remind yourself of the costs of emotional avoidance when tempted to disconnect?

4. What would it look like to view emotions as information rather than threats to your recovery?
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5. How might sharing your emotional experiences benefit both your own recovery and potentially
help others?

Creating Your Personalized Emotional Avoidance Map

For each category, list specific examples from your experience.

Awareness Avoidance

0 Numbing O Intellectual Deflection O Suppression [ Diversion Tactics [0 Selective Engagement

Temporal Avoidance

Awareness Avoidance

Add Example

© The Recovery Files Page 10



