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Bridging the Distance:
Interpersonal Avoidance
Understanding and Addressing Interpersonal Avoidance in Recovery
Understanding Fear in Recovery
Topic Studies · The Recovery Files

In this workbook: key ideas, reading, worksheet.

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



The Recovery Files  ·  Topic Studies Bridging the Distance: Interpersonal Avoidance

© The Recovery Files Page 2

KEY IDEAS

Alone in a Crowd
The Paradox of Interpersonal Avoidance
Many maintain the appearance of social engagement while creating subtle barriers to meaningful
connection. They attend functions, participate in conversations, even maintain wide social
networks—all while preventing the vulnerability and accountability that foster true healing.

The result: being "alone in a crowd"—physically present but emotionally distant.

The Seven Dimensions
How Interpersonal Avoidance Operates
1

Surface-Level Engagement
Preventing deeper connection

2

Self-Disclosure Avoidance
Withholding significant information

3

Help-Seeking Resistance
Refusing to ask for support

4

Emotional Boundary Maintenance
Creating emotional distance

5

Accountability Avoidance
Resisting feedback and influence

6

Structural Distancing
Creating logistical barriers

7

Selective Patterns
Curating non-challenging connections
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Surface-Level & Self-Disclosure Avoidance
The Illusion of Connection
Surface-Level Engagement
Appearing engaged while maintaining isolation.

• ✗ General conversations without personal sharing
• ✗ Discussing principles not personal application
• ✗ Leaving before informal connection time

Self-Disclosure Avoidance
Presenting curated versions of self.

• ✗ Sharing positives, hiding struggles
• ✗ Managing others' perceptions
• ✗ Preventing others from truly knowing you

Help-Seeking & Emotional Distance
Barriers to Support and Intimacy
Help-Seeking Resistance
• Hesitating despite recognizing need
• Attempting independent problem-solving
• Delayed outreach until unmanageable

Emotional Boundary Maintenance
• Using humor to prevent intimacy
• Uncomfortable with others' vulnerability
• Preferring action over feelings discussions

Structural & Selective Avoidance
Subtle Barriers to Authentic Connection
Structural Distancing
Using practical barriers that appear unintentional.

Selective Relationship Patterns
Carefully curating an echo chamber without healthy challenge.
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From Isolation to Connection
Building Authentic Relationship
Developing Connection Capacity
Cultivate Awareness: Notice avoidance as it emerges

Practice Vulnerability: Share personal information gradually

Ask for Help: Express needs despite discomfort

Create Structures: Schedule regular connection time

Develop Balanced Network: Support and healthy challenge

Authentic connection is one of recovery's most powerful protective factors—vulnerability is
strength, not weakness.
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CORE READING
Bridging the Distance

Understanding Interpersonal Avoidance in Recovery

Understanding Interpersonal Avoidance
Interpersonal avoidance—creating distance in recovery relationships—presents a significant
challenge to sustainable healing. For many, substances facilitated connection while
simultaneously enabling avoidance of authentic intimacy.

The paradox: being "alone in a crowd"—physically present but emotionally distant, appearing
socially engaged while preventing the vulnerability and accountability that foster healing.

Surface-Level Engagement
Maintaining the appearance of social participation while preventing deeper connection. Being
physically present and conversationally active while creating subtle barriers to meaningful
interaction.

• Participating in general conversations without personal disclosure
• Discussing abstract principles rather than personal application
• Maintaining polite but distant relationships
• Leaving before informal social time
• Being "present but unavailable"

Self-Disclosure & Help-Seeking Resistance

Self-Disclosure Avoidance
Withholding significant personal information that would allow authentic support.

• Sharing positive developments, minimizing challenges
• Speaking in generalities rather than specifics
• Carefully managing perceptions

Help-Seeking Resistance
Reluctance to ask for or accept support.

• Worrying about burdening others
• Priding oneself on self-sufficiency
• Delaying outreach until crisis

Emotional Boundary & Accountability Avoidance

Emotional Boundary Maintenance
Creating distance around emotional content while perhaps engaging intellectually or practically.

Accountability Avoidance
Creating barriers to receiving feedback or being influenced by others' perspectives about
recovery.
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Structural Distancing & Selective Patterns

Structural Distancing
Creating practical or logistical barriers to connection.

• Limited time, scheduling conflicts
• Preferring digital over in-person
• Maintaining physical distance in settings

Selective Relationship Patterns
Curating social network to prevent challenge or growth.

• Connecting only with non-challenging people
• Compartmentalizing relationships
• Maintaining separate circles limiting accountability

The Cost of Interpersonal Avoidance

Lost Authentic Connection
Prevents vulnerability and intimacy that foster healing

Reduced Accountability
Limits valuable course corrections

Isolation Despite Presence
Maintains sense of being unknowable

Incomplete Support
Others can't support what they don't know about

Limited Growth
Prevents exposure to diverse recovery perspectives

Relapse Vulnerability
Isolation is a primary relapse risk factor

Building Authentic Connection

From Distance to Connection
Cultivate Awareness: Notice avoidance tendencies as they emerge

Practice Graduated Vulnerability: Share beyond comfort zone

Build Connection Skills: Active listening, authentic expression

Establish Accountability: Invite feedback non-defensively

Tolerate Discomfort: Stay present despite relational anxiety
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WORKSHEET

Interpersonal Avoidance Worksheet
Self-Reflection, Mapping & Action Planning

Self-Reflection Questions
Understanding Your Interpersonal Avoidance Landscape
1. Which category of interpersonal avoidance (surface-level engagement, self-disclosure
avoidance, help-seeking resistance, etc.) affects you most powerfully, and why?

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

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

4. What situations or relationship dynamics most reliably trigger your avoidance responses?

5. Are there interpersonal avoidance patterns you've successfully overcome? What made this
growth possible?

The Psychology of Your Interpersonal Avoidance
1. How does understanding interpersonal avoidance as a learned protection strategy rather than
a character flaw affect your relationship with it?
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2. In what ways might your family of origin or relationship history have shaped your particular
avoidance patterns?

3. How did substances help you navigate social challenges, and what might this reveal about
relationship dynamics you find most difficult?

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

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

Developing Your Connection Strategies
1. What specific strategies have proven most effective for helping you connect authentically
despite discomfort?

2. What role does preparation play in your approach to potentially challenging social situations?



The Recovery Files  ·  Topic Studies Bridging the Distance: Interpersonal Avoidance

© The Recovery Files Page 9

3. How do you balance appropriate boundaries with authentic vulnerability?

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

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

Building Relational Resilience
1. How has your relationship with connection and vulnerability changed throughout your recovery
journey?

2. What values or goals help motivate you to engage authentically despite discomfort?

3. How do you remind yourself of the costs of isolation when tempted to withdraw?
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4. What would it look like to view relationship challenges as growth opportunities rather than
threats?

5. How might sharing your interpersonal growth experiences benefit both your own recovery and
potentially help others?

Creating Your Personalized Interpersonal Avoidance Map
Surface-Level Engagement

☐ Self-Disclosure ☐ Help-Seeking ☐ Emotional Boundary Maintenance ☐ Accountability ☐ Structural
Distancing

Selective Relationship Patterns
Surface-Level Engagement

Add Example

Action Planning
Select 2-3 specific patterns to address with concrete action plans.

Action Plan 1

1. Define the specific pattern

2. Category and manifestations

3. Clear, measurable goal
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4. Action steps

Add Step
5. Accountability measures

6. Timeline

7. Potential challenges

Add Action Plan


