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INTRODUCTION
 

As you support your family member during their recovery, there are strategies you can

use that will ease the process for you and for them.  

This guide contains information, suggestions, and techniques for addressing twelve

areas that have been assessed using the PLSAR.   Each area focuses on a relapse risk

factor.  

The twelve areas are organized into three domains:   External Factors, Mental Health

and Wellness, and Purpose and Fulfillment.   Three areas will be noted as being highest

in your family member’s assessment results.  These areas could all be in one domain or

could be spread across them.  

While it is suggested that you pay special attention to their three highest scores, which

indicate areas of vulnerability to relapse, you will have resources to address all twelve

areas.

You may notice as you read the guide, that putting attention to self-awareness and

stress management is a repeated theme.   Developing skills in self-awareness, stress

management, and relaxation training, along with practicing self-care, will help you as

you support your family member.  If your family member engages in these strategies as

well, their resilience can be increased and the potential for relapse may be reduced.

We intend for this guide to support your well-being and the well-being of your family

member as you travel the path of recovery together.



EXTERNAL
FACTORS

The External Factors domain of PLSAR consists of the Family ,

Friendship, Communication, and Environment.   An elevated

score in any of these four areas represents vulnerability for

relapse in connection with that area.  

A common thread running through the External Factors

domain is relationships.   Although Environment includes

additional conditions, it also carries an interpersonal

component.  

These four areas share an emphasis on developing healthier

interpersonal boundaries and building trust.
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THE ROLE OF FAMILY

IN ADDICTION 

Probably one of the most challenging facets of addiction is

where it interfaces with family.   Many factors contribute to

addictive behavior, and families are complex.   All families

have transgenerational or intergenerational trauma, whether

it is recognized and acknowledged or not, and this affects

family dynamics as well as the mental health of family

members.   Individuals have different personalities, different

ways of perceiving life itself, and different life experiences that

sometimes include trauma unknown to others within the

family.

An elevated Family

score suggests

conflicted or

problematic family

relationship patterns. 

Your family member

may feel that family

issues are

contributing to

substance related

challenges.

Behaviors related to addiction can cause stress and harm within families, as well as pushing

people’s buttons.   There may be struggles for control, as well as interactions that may seem

intended to destabilize the whole family.   Ingrained behaviors and communication patterns can

make it hard for everyone to change, even a little.   A family member who has struggled with

addiction may have a hard time feeling like they belong, and it can be very difficult to forgive a

family member who has put everyone through the wringer or hurt individual family members.
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There may be a need for individual and / or family therapy or counseling, in

order to sort through the different roles family members have taken on, to

diffuse conflict, and to help family members develop skills that will increase the

health of the family overall as well as the health of individuals.   Therapy and

counseling are great opportunities for growth and developing insight.

ALTHOUGH IT IS IMPORTANT FOR YOU TO REACH OUT FOR

HELP WHEN YOU NEED IT, HERE ARE SOME SUGGESTIONS

FOR WAYS TO SUPPORT YOUR FAMILY MEMBER.

Think about the different roles people play in the family.  Think about which

family members take on different responsibilities. Do your best to define roles in

terms of behavior and think about the roles you play as well.

There may be someone who supports the whole family as breadwinner, but

there may be someone else who supports the family by being more emotionally

nurturing.   Perhaps there is someone who gets in trouble a lot, and someone

who seems to do everything right. These are a few examples of roles played by

different members of a family This may go beyond the family of origin and may

include not only parents and children, but also spouses, grandparents, aunts,

uncles and other members of the extended family.  Keep in mind that in some

family systems, there is an “identified patient,” and this person could have

struggles with addiction.   This phenomenon involves family members

unconsciously separating from some of their own dysfunction and projecting it

on the ‘identified’ family member.
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While the family member struggling with addiction may be acting out and

behaving in ways that are disruptive and may be harmful to the family and to

individual family members, at some point they took on the role of carrying more

than their share of the family’s dysfunction.  Again, think about extended family

as needed.   Your family member struggling with addiction may have been the

“identified patient” in the extended family, and this could have contributed to

their present self-concept and behaviors.  Nothing excuses poor behavior, but it

can be helpful to understand where it might have originated.  

Writing things down is a very good way to process information and get your

mind going, so journaling can help you with this exercise.   You may find that

people outside the family have even taken on family roles, like a good friend

who serves as a “surrogate.”  This can happen with there are dysfunctional family

patterns that include abusive or unavailable family members, another

important factor that may have contributed to the development of addictive

behaviors in the family member. Take note of anyone who comes to mind,

whether these are members of the immediate family, extended family, or

significant people outside the family who have adopted family roles.

Think about different personalities in the family.  You might have done this

already when you were thinking about roles, but what are some of the different

personality features of individual family members?  You could list these or write

something narrative for each person.   You are thinking here about more than

just your family member struggling with addiction.   You are thinking about

other family members and about the whole family.

There are all kinds of words you could use to describe your family members, and

certainly use more than one… Introverted, extroverted, shy, outgoing, funny,

sassy, belligerent, responsible, wise; come up with whatever you can think of. 

You may write a brief explanation of why you used a certain word to describe

the family members.   Descriptions and examples can be helpful, because they

provide greater clarity.   Although you are writing for yourself, write as though

you want someone else read to it to get a clearer picture your family members. 

This is not a “labelling” process.  You are describing family members to create a

portrait, or even a moving picture.   As you describe family members, traits you

hadn’t thought about may emerge and give you greater insight.

 

 

"A dysfunctional family is any family

with more than one person in it."

-Mary Karr
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Put your attention to your family member’s behavior rather than trying to
label them.   Do this even if there are predictable behaviors that seem to

indicate a label.  The behavior is the real problem, not the person.  We all have

habitual ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving, which can sometimes be

frustrating, harmful, and even destructive for a person struggling with

addiction.   Try to remember that your family member was born with a great

deal of potential and may still be able to recover early potential during recovery. 

When addictive behavior has been accompanied by personal betrayals and

harm (e.g. cheating on a spouse, child abuse), it can be very difficult to see

through all those layers of negative behavior and its effects.   It can help you

create emotional distance by thinking about the initial good your family

member carried in them when they were born.   However, when behavior has

been very harmful, it is important for you to do what you need to do, to take

care of yourself.   Any time behavior is a threat, you need to make sure you are

not in harm’s way.

Developing healthy boundaries is important.    This is true for every human

being, but in families where addiction has been a problem, paying attention to

boundaries is especially important.   Being affected by poor boundaries during

childhood can be one factor that contributes to a person developing addictive

behavior.  Negative patterns of interaction get reinforced and “normalized” over

time.  

You recognize boundaries and set limits to keep yourself healthy and to protect

yourself from harm.   It is a way you guard your dignity and sometimes your

physical safety.  Having healthy boundaries means saying “no” when you need to

say “no”, as well as accepting another person’s right to say “no.” 

Your family member must be committed to their own recovery to succeed. 

They may make decisions that you do not like or that are not in their best

interest, but this is beyond your control.  If behaviors are going to affect you in a

negative way, then find ways to protect yourself from these behaviors.  This can

be something as simple as ending a conversation when you do not like the tone

your family member is using.  Part of acknowledging that your family member’s

behavior is out of your control is recognizing boundaries.

Identify at least one unhealthy relationship pattern.  As you think about roles

and behaviors, ask yourself, “What is at least one unhealthy relationship pattern

between someone else in the family and me? What are unhealthy patterns

between other members of my family?”
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 If you aren’t sure what “unhealthy” means, think about patterns of behavior that

are hurtful, where high conflict is expressed, or where someone feels pushed to

do something that is not their responsibility. Fostering dependence, denial, and

making excuses for irresponsible behavior, also known as “enabling,” are

common behaviors in the families with a member struggling with addiction.

What can you do to identify unhealthy patterns and to encourage the

development of healthier behavior?  Thinking seriously about this can help you

generate ideas and develop new strategies.  Remember that you cannot control

your family member’s behavior.  The only behavior you can control is your own,

and sometimes there are so many things that have gone awry that controlling

your own thoughts, feelings, and behaviors can be a challenge.  

Knowing that your behavior is all you can control, think about how you might

encourage a shift in family patterns and behaviors.  You are not responsible for

anyone’s behavior but your own, but are there any changes you could make in

your own habitual behaviors that might have a beneficial ripple effect?  

This could be as simple as saying “no” when your family member asks for money

and you are concerned that they might use it to buy drugs.   It could be saying

“no” to a request when you are tired and don’t have the energy to do something

that someone could do on their own.  Even if there is no ripple effect that seems

beneficial, are there things you could change to benefit your own self-care and

health?

What are some different perceptions you and your family member might
have about the same experiences or circumstances?   Think of at least one

example of how your perception of an experience may differ from your family

member’s.  Although you are just trying to identify one experience, you may find

that many situations come to mind.   The more you understand the part that

perception plays in behavior, especially when you and the family member don’t

agree, the more likely you will be able to resolve conflict when it arese.

 

Think about an event where there was high conflict or something happened

that hurt someone.  Or it could be a simple disagreement or misunderstanding.

Describe your perception of the event.   Then try to see if it from your family

member’s point of view.  What are you missing from their perspective? What are

they missing, from your point of view?

 

When you think about your family member’s perception, are there any missing

pieces you can put into place?  Even if what your family member did was wrong

or misguided, does thinking about this help you have any insight into their

frame of mind?
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Family interactions can be highly emotionally loaded.  When these emotions

involve stress or pain, it can make it harder to interact peacefully.  When you

step back and try to see an event from your family member’s point of view, you

are engaging in a healthy emotional detachment that may help you understand

their perspective more logically.  When emotions are very hot and are running

high, they are likely to lead to conflict.  Logical thinking can not only help you

have clarity, but also can help you cool off and defuse potential conflict.

What are some different life experiences among family members,
including known traumas?  There may be a number of experiences related to

substance use that have been damaging to the family’s well-being. However, it

may be helpful to think about the family before the addictive cycle took hold.   

Substance abuse causes trauma in families, because when someone is

incapacitated, they are not able to care for themselves, and they may do things

that cause harm.  This effect is especially true for children.  Children lack power

and are at the mercy of their caregivers, even if they have learned strategies to

protect themselves.  

It may be easy to think of harm wrought through your family member’s

substance use, but also try to think about things that might have happened in

your family member’s life independent of substance abuse, and before

substance abuse began.  

You may also identify negative behaviors by other family members that

currently have or have had a negative impact on the family member struggling

with addiction.   Can you see any ways that these experiences may have

accumulated to contribute to disharmony? 

This exercise could bring up some difficult emotions.   If you feel it is going to

cause you too much emotional discomfort, then don’t do it now.  You could save

this material, to talk with a counselor or therapist.   Remember that surviving

adversity means you and family members are resilient.   You have managed to

persist despite great challenges.
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Allow your family member distance as needed, but also strive to be
trustworthy and present for them.  Being there for your family member does

not mean doing everything they might want.   That can involve enabling them,

which only reinforces addictive behavior.  

In striving to be appropriately available, be there from your heart and from your

“strong place.”   Sometimes you cannot tell your family member what you think

or feel, because it might generate conflict. But you need to be honest with

yourself;  Know what you are thinking and feeling, even though you choose not

to share it with the family member.  Although assertive communication is

preferred, where you say what you think or feel in a calm, respectful manner,

there may be times when saying anything might antagonize your family

member and it is better just to listen.

Listen actively.  Active listening means listening calmly without judgment and

without interrupting.   When you are actively listening, you are interested and

engaged, not preoccupied with other thoughts.   Notice your family member’s

body language and, every so often, express your understanding and empathy by

making brief reflective comments (e.g., “That must have been hard for you,” “I

am sorry you had to go through that,” “You must have felt helpless when that

happened”).  When you are listening actively, you are being neither distant not

controlling, and you are making an effort to understand.   Because all three of

these issues come up when a family member feels misunderstood, active

listening should help bridge that gap.

Put some energy towards self-awareness. Put some energy towards self-

awareness.   Work toward becoming more aware of your own thoughts and

feelings.  If something is bothering you, tugging at you emotionally, that may be

a good place to start.  A you try to figure out what is bothering you, you may ask

yourself some questions.   “Did I say something to someone that I regret?”   “Is

there something I needed to say that I didn’t?”   “Am I feeling down because I

need some time to myself, to sort things out?”  

Don’t be afraid to explore your thoughts and feelings.   Anger is one of the

emotions that seems to frighten people most often in themselves.   If anger is

one of the emotions that comes up for you, recognize it and try to determine its

source.   Anger is not a “bad” emotion.” Anger, like all emotions, provides

information about what is going on around you and the way you are being

treated. Without the emotion of anger, you cannot adequately protect yourself.  

If you feel angry, you are probably thinking that you are being treated

disrespectfully or unfairly, that you are being taken advantage of, or that you are

trapped and helpless to change the situation.  
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Don’t be ashamed if you feel angry Recognize that it can be powerful energy

source for moving forward and making positive changes.  We don’t really have

control over our thoughts and feelings, but we can control how we behave.  As

you become more aware of thoughts and feelings, you can make better

decisions over how you respond to them.   This means that you have more

choices about your behavior, so awareness can have a positive impact on your

life, in general, but also when you are interacting with your family member.

Engage in self-care.  Before you can take care of anyone else, you need to take

care of yourself.   Self-care is often neglected, because we are taught that we

need to take care of others instead of ourselves.   It can be challenging to get

into habits of self-care, especially when we are in habits of taking care of others

who are not taking care of themselves.  

Even if you are stressed beyond belief, resources are tight, and you are not able

do these things as fully as you need, strive to get adequate sleep, eat healthy

enough food often enough, try to stay hydrated, and do some things you enjoy

and that allow you to be physically active.  

In addition to basics like sleeping and eating, self-care also means doing things

for fun.   These don’t have to be big things and they don’t have to take much

time.  Do some things that bring pleasure into your life, whether it is talking with

a friend, listening to music, going for walks, spending time with your pet, playing

cards, being creative – whatever things you enjoy, engage in those often enough

that you feel revitalized by these activities.  

Learning to manage stress it essential to self-care.  You may manage your stress

by doing things you enjoy and being physically active but learning relaxation

techniques is also a powerful component of an effective stress management

regimen.   These techniques include breathing exercises, meditation, yoga, tai

chi, and other activities that help bring your mind and body into alignment and

add to your physical well-being and sense of inner peace.   Stress management

techniques are good for you by reducing overall anxiety, helping you feel calmer,

and keeping you in a more centered place when you are interacting with your

family member.
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THE ROLE OF FRIENDS

IN ADDICTION 

Addiction tends to be accompanied by weak

personal boundaries, which makes for less

healthy relationships among family and friends. 

 Being subjected to unhealthy boundaries in

childhood can predispose a person to substance

abuse.  Creating healthy boundaries improves

overall health and increases the likelihood that

your family member will maintain their sobriety. 

 People recovering from addiction need to be

supported in developing healthier interpersonal

boundaries.

Social interaction is very powerfully rewarding. 

 Although substance use is the priority when a

person is using, research indicates that contact

with peers is more satisfying to the brain than

substance use.  A socially supportive

environment contributes to recovery. 

An elevated Friends score

indicates challenges

related to maintaining

healthy friendships. 

 Individuals who score

high in this area are likely

to pursue friendships

that may involve

unhealthy behaviors, or

the respondent may be

socially isolated.  Social

isolation and close

relationships with

substance users

dramatically increases

the likelihood of a

relapse in substance use.
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HERE ARE SOME SUGGESTIONS TO SUPPORT YOUR FAMILY

MEMBER IN DEVELOPING AND MAINTAINING HEALTHY

FRIENDSHIPS.  

Reflect on boundaries within the family.   This may help you have more

insight into your family member and how they might have approached

friendship in conjunction with addiction.  

You may be asking yourself, “What is a boundary?”  We all understand the

meaning of a fence and a sign that says, “Private Property: Do Not Enter.”  It is a

clear indicator that you are not supposed to cross the fence into the other

person’s property.   In terms of our personal lives, the term boundary refers to an

invisible line that is there to help us establish and maintain healthy

relationships.  We set boundaries to keep ourselves safe and to protect ourselves

from harm.  It is a way we guard our dignity and sometimes our physical safety. 

 Having healthy boundaries means saying “no” when you need to say “no,” and

also accepting another person’s “no.” 

Taking on basic responsibilities for another family member who has no obvious

physical or mental limitations is an example of poor boundaries.  Other

examples include cleaning up after that person on a regular basis, paying a

family member’s bills because they won’t do it, and making excuses for a family

member who is neglecting basic expectations.  

To reflect on boundaries, think of any two adults in your immediate or extended

family and consider whether their interactions show respect towards

themselves and each other.  Continue this until you find a relationship where

you think boundaries are not strong enough for both individuals to be giving

and taking equally.  More than likely, there is at least one relationship in the

family where boundaries could be healthier.

Although you are primarily considering relationships between adults in the

family, poor boundaries are also evident when a child takes on adult

responsibilities for a parent or another adult caregiver. This includes children

being expected to take care of an adult’s emotional needs.

If your family member is continuing to socialize with friends who are active

substance abusers, there may be boundary issues at play.  You cannot change

your family member’s behavior or dictate their choices.  Instead, focus on setting

healthy boundaries yourself, including with your family member.  This will not

only be good for you by protecting you from inappropriate expectations or

behavior, but you will also be acting as a good role model.
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Support your family member’s courageous journey towards sobriety. 
 Knowing that making new friendships might be difficult for your family

member while they are becoming sober, be sure to be there for them with

active listening, assertive communication, and honesty. 

Active listening is listening calmly without judging or interrupting, and

occasionally letting your family member know that you understand what they

are saying.

Assertive communication means expressing yourself in a calm, honest, and

direct manner.  Being assertive goes along with practicing healthy boundaries.

Expressing yourself honestly and directly helps you to set limits that protect you,

whether it is your time, your feelings, and your physical safety.  

Supporting your family member’s journey towards sobriety does not mean

agreeing with everything they do, bending over backwards to accommodate

them, or lying to keep from hurting their feelings.  You can support their sobriety

by having compassion for them and their situation, while engaging in behaviors

that allow you to maintain your self-respect. 

 

Isolation can occur for a person who struggles with addiction. Sometimes it may

be difficult to know if your family member is feeling isolated.   Isolation may be

more obvious if your family member is socially withdrawn, but they may feel

emotionally isolated when they are surrounded by others.

Even if you feel frustrated with your family member or are not satisfied with the

communication between the two of you, try to avoid withdrawing from them

and keep the lines of communication open.
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Encourage your family member to control where / when they interact with
friends who are not sober. When you are close to people, it can be difficult to

totally cut bonds, and this may not always be the healthiest course of action.  

If your family member derives most of their social support from friends who use

substances, spending time with non-users may be logistically difficult at first. 

 Finding new friends who are sober might not be immediate.  If possible,

encourage them to socialize at times and places where people are not actively

using substances.

 

 

Do you feel that you have equal give and take in most of your friendships?

If not, what is missing?  

If you think that you are giving more, what could you do to change that?  

Model healthy social behaviors.  Socially healthy behaviors ensure that we form

satisfying interpersonal relationship with others, act appropriately, and adapt well

to a variety of social situations. We must be attentive, control our impulses, and

be attentive to interact effectively.  Assertive communication is a healthy social

behavior. When you communicate assertively, you say what you need to say in a

non-confrontational, direct, and honest manner:  There are no aggressive or

passive-aggressive ploys. 

It may help you to reflect on your friendships by asking yourself the following

questions:

IIf your social circle is limited to family, consider branching out and making a

new friend.  It is not uncommon in families where addiction is a problem, for

some family members to be so stressed that they have little or no energy to seek

friendships.  However, we are social creatures and everyone needs friends.  

If you have healthy friendships, your family member may see the way you interact

with your friends and may learn valuable lessons from you.  

Modeling a behavior for someone is no guarantee that they will adopt that

behavior; however, modeling is a powerful form of teaching and may help your

family member develop healthier social behavior.

"Surround yourself with only people who are going

to lift you higher."

-Oprah Winfrey
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Practice self-awareness of your thoughts and feelings.  This is good for you,

and also it will help you communicatee more effectively with your family

member.  Self-awareness supports greater clarity.

If you have a negative feeling that seems to pop up out of nowhere, try to figure

out where it came from.  See if you can identify a thought that preceded it.  If you

identify that thought and it is a negative thought, counteract it with a positive

alternative.  

Negative self-talk is basically when we insult ourselves.  That negative inner

chatter can be so habitual that we often don’t even notice it.  We aren’t born with

negative self-talk, we learn it.  Your family member likely has a lot of negative self-

talk going on and also needs to learn to notice it.  However, try this for yourself

and see what kind of difference it makes for you.  

When you feel unworthy or that you are not good enough, ask yourself, “Why do I

feel that way?”  See if you can identify the thoughts that are causing that feeling

in that moment.

This whole process will give you insight, not only into yourself but also into your

family member.  It also may help you understand why they sometimes accept

friendships that undermine their sobriety.  

 

It takes time to build new friendships and friendship networks.  On one side of

the coin, some friendships may hinder your family member’s sobriety. On the

other side of the coin, these friendships may be important to your family

member for social support, despite substance use.  Part of the art of supporting

your family member to develop healthy friendships is accepting that they may

maintain friendships that undermine their sobriety.

Remember that you can’t control who your family member chooses as friends. 

 As your family member is more solidly in sobriety, they may choose to let some

friendships fade.  However, this is a process that needs to unfold at a timing that

is suitable to them.  



F
R
IE

N
D
S

Encourage your family member to engage in stress management, and
engage it in yourself.   Again, modeling a behavior can be a powerful way to

help someone else adopt it.  Self-care is very important, and it is possible that

you have been neglecting your own self-care in order to take care of your family

member.

Self-care means getting enough sleep, eating enough healthy food and staying

hydrated, getting enough exercise, and doing things you enjoy.  All of these can

be difficult to do when you are very stressed, or resources are tight but make

your best effort.

In addition, it is empowering to learn to manage stress and to practice stress

management strategies. Managing stress includes doing fun things but

practicing relaxation techniques – which takes some discipline -- can be a

valuable to a stress management regimen.  Breathing exercises, meditation, and

yoga are three examples of activities that can help you relax.  These also help

align the body and mind.  When done on a regular basis, any of these, in

combination with other strategies, can help you maintain a lower level of stress

and bring your stress level down when it is high.

Stress is a big contributing factor to substance use and, as you are well-aware,

substance abuse causes stress.  Unlike substance use, using relaxation

techniques has no negative health consequences.  If your family member is

open to it, you might consider seeing if they would like to engage in a relaxation

strategy with you, like a yoga class.  If you have internet, this is something you

can do at home.

 

Remember that substance use is a way of trying to feel better.  It is a coping

mechanism, even if it causes harm.  It is a way of trying to change what is inside

through altering brain and body chemistry.  Unfortunately, it is temporary and

leads to more of the same, unlike therapy, which can help a person change their

thought patterns and behaviors.  

Although it can be difficult to have compassion when you are upset with

someone, see if you can strike a balance by thinking as rationally as possible

about your family member.  This means that you are not totally sympathetic, nor

are you rigidly furious with them.  See if you can objectively understand some of

the reasons your family member has engaged in substance use.  What do you

think some of the causes might be?

Always remember that the only behavior you can control is your own and protect

yourself as needed from unwanted verbal or physical encounters.  This is about

setting limits and practicing healthy boundaries.
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Seek support when you need it.   Know that there are many people who

struggle with these challenges.  It is just as much of a societal issue as it is an

individual or family issue.   Even though you may sometimes feel very alone, your

experience is part of a larger phenomenon.  Always reach out when you need

help.  If other family members and friends are not able to help, reach further, to

support groups or a counselor or therapist. 



COMMUNICATION
ABOUT ADDICTION

 

 

THE NECESSITY OF SHARING, TRUST,

AND COMMUNICATION

There are many factors that can contribute to addiction, both internal and external to an individual. It can

be difficult to understand the difference between what is internal and what is external --- what is ‘within’

the person and what is ‘outside of’ the person.   Family relationships can cross this line because, while at

times it may feel like people are not close, these relationships are very interwoven.   Often, we may be

unaware of how tight-knit these relationships are, or where responsibility lies when something goes awry. 

There can be a tendency for blame to flow in all directions. However, blame is only going to make

everyone feel worse and it accomplishes nothing.

Individuals who receive an elevated score on this index often struggle to share

their experiences with others. This may be due to social isolation, lack of trust in

others, or an inadequate support system.  This is considered a challenge to long-

term recovery because exploring feelings, experiences, thoughts, and challenges

with others is seen as an essential part of sustained sobriety.
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What are some things that bother you about communication between you

and your family member? 

Keeping in mind that the only thing you can control is your own behavior,

what are some specific things your family member says or does that bother

you? 

Remembering again that you cannot change their behavior, what do you

wish they would do differently?  

Can you think of anything you could do that might help elicit a different

response or behavior from your family member?

Reflect on communication habits and patterns.   TThink about how

communication occurs in the family, and how different people communicate

with each other.   Think about the family as a “system,” and remember that no

one is to blame.   Everyone is carrying a part of the whole, and some of those

parts may need to change shape a bit.  

Try to determine how you communicate to and listen to your family member,

and how they communicate with you.  Think about verbal interaction, nonverbal

communication, and behaviors.   Journaling can be helpful.   Think honestly

about your feelings, both towards your family member and your feelings

towards yourself.

 

Ideally, you would be able to directly support your family member, let them share

their experiences with you, prevent them from feeling socially isolated, and you

and they both would feel comfortable with exploring thoughts, feelings, and

challenges related to their experience of addiction.   You might even wish that

you could communicate to your family member how their struggle is affecting

you.  

Unfortunately, this can be quite difficult for families.   It is certainly possible, but

you may need to reach out to support groups or other support entities and

perhaps even consider counseling, to build communication skills and

understand more about some of the dynamics that occur in families where there

is a struggle with addiction.   Support groups, counseling, and related activities

can help you learn skills as well as get support from others who may be going

through a similar situation.

Here are some suggestions for how to help support your family

member.  Again, you may need help and support not only in

developing some of these skills, but also, social support from

others can be invaluable on a personal level.  It is important to

reach out for help when you need it.
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Be conscious of two particular types of anger, motivational anger and
protective anger.   Try to become aware of these in yourself and your family

member.   Motivational anger helps you get things done.   It is an energy that

pushes you forward.  Protective anger can keep a person stuck and is used when

one feels vulnerable.   If you notice protective anger in yourself, take some time

to think about why you are experiencing it.   The same goes if you notice it in

your family member.

 

Always keep in mind that the only thing you can control is your own behavior. 

Your family member, regardless of their suffering and anything unfair or

traumatic they have experienced, is responsible for their own state of mind and

behavior.  There may be things beyond their control, such as brain chemistry, and

events that occur.   However, your family member will need to be committed to

their own recovery and to making changes as well, with support.  

If you are not able to provide direct support, then hopefully there will be support

in the community.  Your family member might be resistant to your help, in which

case what you can do is very limited.   You could make yourself aware of

resources, with an emphasis on resources that support you.  

Three ineffective types of communication to be particularly aware of are passive,

aggressive, and passive-aggressive behavior.   Passive communication involves

containing thoughts and feelings rather than expressing them, and being overly

compliant.   Aggressive communication tends to involve overexpression of anger

and includes bullying.   Passive-aggressive communication involves a less direct

expression of anger and is manipulative.   Try to notice these not only in your

family member but also in yourself.

Assertive communication is what everyone should strive for.   You are being

assertive when you calmly state what you are thinking or feeling in a positive way,

recognizing your own rights while respecting the rights of the other person.  This

can be firm communication, and if you are not comfortable being very firm, you

may feel like you are outside your comfort zone, which could lead to you  being

firmer than you’d like to be.   If your family member is not used to you being

assertive, this different communication style could make them uncomfortable,

too.  However, when you know you are being honest with yourself and with your

family member, and you are doing it with respect, you are doing your part to

communicate effectively.  

Even if you find assertive communication difficult with your family member at

this time, try to practice it in your daily life as much as you can.  This will help you

build assertive communication skills.   When you are being assertive, you are

being straightforward, honest, calm, and direct.
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Take some time and energy to work on self-awareness with your own
thoughts and emotions.   This will help when you are communicating with

your family member.  Journaling can be helpful in this process of self-awareness,

as can noticing your thoughts and feelings about different things as you go

about your day.  Self-awareness gives you more control over your own behaviors

so that they do not impair communication.  

Developing a practice for becoming centered, if you do not already have one,

will be helpful.  Meditation can be useful in this process.  Though meditation is

often depicted as sitting quietly, you can engage in a more active meditative

process.   You can let your mind clear when you are walking, doing chores,

engaging in creative activity, and many other endeavors.  

For active meditation, find some activities where you can put more attention on

what you are doing physically.   Notice thoughts and feelings that come up,

while keeping your focus primarily on the activity.   You will realize that

regardless of what thoughts and feelings you might experience, you are okay,

and once you have noticed them, often pesky thoughts or feelings will

disappear.  

When you are aware of your thoughts and feelings and you can find your center

more easily, it helps you be more receptive and helps you to regain your balance

if you feel thrown off when you and your family member are communicating. 

Also, it can help you be more conscious of limits, so that instead of getting into a

conflict if things start to go in that direction, you recognize when to gently end a

conversation or simply listen.

 

Listen actively.   There may be communication patterns that make this more

challenging at first, but when you listen actively, you listen calmly, without

interrupting and without judgement.  From time to time you communicate back

what you have heard, generally in different words. 

 

If you are emotionally empathic, you may find yourself picking up feelings from

your family member; also, you might get triggered in some way and have your

own uncomfortable feelings from what is said.  Some of the emotions that could

come up include anxiety, anger, shame, and guilt.  None of these are pleasant,

but it is important to notice them.
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Think about what experiences preceded addiction.  There may be a lot here

to think about, and this may be an area where counseling could help. It is

important to understand that, when you are thinking of addiction, there is

always more than one factor to consider. If it is not too overwhelming, you might

begin to think about what factors might have contributed to problems with

addiction.

 

There may be a genetic component, as well as subtle behaviors that have been

passed along.   Most people who have a family member struggling with

addiction have a family history of addiction; maybe a parent or grandparent

struggled with addiction, or even someone more removed within the family.

 

Try to become more aware of personal boundaries, both yours and your
family member’s.  Boundaries are a huge issue in addiction and can be very

challenging to maintain when there is addictive behavior.

 

Boundaries are limits that you set, that you won’t allow someone to cross.  These

can include things such as refusing to allow someone to talk to you a certain way

(you could end the conversation), declining to give a particular type of support if

it makes you uncomfortable, and expecting your family member to be honest

with you.

 

Define some of your boundaries – again, a journal could be helpful, for clarifying

these for yourself -- and notice when you feel they are being violated.   Likewise,

your family member may have a fragile sense of their own boundaries and may

be trying to figure them out.   When you act from a place of respect, you are

honoring basic personal boundaries.

 

Listen to what your family member tells you verbally and try to notice nonverbal

cues as well.   You may notice nonverbal indicators that tell you something

different than what you are being told verbally.   Noticing such indicators can

help you have a better sense of when to back off.

“My identity shifted when I got into recovery.  That’s who I

am now, and it actually gives me greater pleasure to have

that identity than to be a musician or anything else,

because it keeps me in a manageable size.”

-Eric Clapton
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Perhaps your family member has experienced abuse and / or other trauma.  Can

you think of any instances of this? 

 

Even though addiction is stigmatized and families may try to hide it, there is no

shame in addiction.   It is a phenomenon of the brain, and it can be a response to

being highly sensitive.   You could again journal, perhaps thinking of who else in

the family, in preceding generations if you are aware of it, struggled with

addiction.   What might some of the problems have been, at that time?   These

can include survival issues, such as poverty and economic struggle.   Then think

about some of the things that have happened in your family member’s life, and

perhaps within your family.

IIf you feel shame, try to set it aside and know that no family is perfect.   Every

family has its issues and just because you are thinking about it does not mean

anyone else knows or will know.  

What you are seeking to do here is to create a framework for understanding your

family member’s struggle with addiction.   Identifying and considering some of

the circumstances within the family may give you a better understanding of your

family member’s struggle.   Although some of what you come up with may be

pure speculation, remember that you are looking at possible external factors that

may have contributed to your family member’s troubles. 

Your family member’s struggles with addiction may be difficult for others within

the family, not only because addiction itself generates raw feelings and

contributes to confusion and chaos, but also because it may push buttons when

there are unresolved issues within the family.   Trying to understand external

factors that have arisen within the family can help you move in a direction of

greater awareness, and you may get to a point of feeling more peace and

acceptance and have a better sense of how to move forward.   

It might be helpful to keep in mind through this process that all families carry

transgenerational or intergenerational trauma which are tied to historical events. 

In some families these are more severe than in others.   It is typical that much,

perhaps most, of this is not verbalized, so there can be a complete lack of

awareness that there is something in the family history that is impacting life at

present.   “Family secrets” are very common in families with a history of trauma

and addiction.  Even when addiction and trauma are known and discussed,

these historical events can be extremely impactful.  Some of these traumas are so

intense that it is wise to approach them carefully.  However, the main point here

is that, regardless of the nature of the trauma, it is being carried from generation

to generation and may very well be affecting your family member.
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Think about issues of trust.  Trust has likely eroded over time between you, the

family member struggling with addiction, and other family members.   It is not

uncommon for someone with addiction to lie in order to maintain their

addiction, whether to obtain resources to support their addiction (e.g. buy drugs)

or to hide their addiction.   It may be very difficult to trust your family member

based on their past behaviors, knowing that these could continue and/or recur.  

It might be worthwhile to think about trust issues that you have with your family

member, but conversely, any trust issues they might have with you.   When you

are considering this, be mindful of manipulative tactics your family member may

have used that may have caused you to doubt yourself. These tactics may have

included playing the victim, gaslighting, feigning pain or sickness, denial, guilt

trips, intimidation, or blaming others and/or making excuses instead of taking

responsibility for their behavior. 

Try to remember if there have been times when you have discounted something

your family member was telling you honestly, because you did not want to hear

it.   Blocking a message because it is too painful undermines honest

communication, and there may be negative communication patterns that have

developed as a result.  

Be conscious of that fact that your family member needs not only to be able to

trust you, but to believe that they can trust you.  They may have things to say that

are not pleasant to hear, and things that might cause you emotional pain. 

However, they need to be able to talk to you without being dismissed.   

It can be difficult to know when someone is being deceptive, but once this has

happened, you know it can happen again.   If you are worried about your family

member being honest with you, think of things you noticed in the past that

might have indicated deception.   These might have been through verbal

communication, action, or a combination of these.   Try to can discern patterns. 

This could be a challenging process, because patterns of deception are often

ingrained.

Trust yourself.   This includes trusting your impressions of your family member’s

behavior.   Try not to dismiss thoughts, feelings, or concerns that you have about

the family member’s addiction-based behaviors.  You do not have to act on your

thoughts, feelings, or impressions, but is important to notice them.
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Respect is a crucial element of trust.   When you are communicating assertively,

you are communicating with respect.  Try to be conscious of the level of respect

being conveyed in both directions, when you are communicating with your

family member. Since assertive communication is honest, calm, and direct, you

will feel more confident that you are being trustworthy when you are being

assertive.

During this whole process, make sure that you are engaging in self-care. 
 You need to attend to your own basic needs before you can help someone else. 

This is difficult when you are stressed.   You may be having trouble sleeping,

eating well, engaging in physical activity, and doing things you enjoy.  All of these

are part of self-care.   Making the effort to fulfill these needs can help you feel

better, even if you aren’t able to give yourself as much care as you need.

 

Consider making a commitment to learn and begin practicing a relaxation

strategy, maybe a breathing exercise or yoga.   This will help you feel better and

can help you have greater mental and emotional clarity.  There are many apps for

your phone or computer that you can use to clear your mind, destress, and relax.

 

While you may want to do everything you can to help your family member, take

care of yourself first.   This is not about being selfish but about basic “self-

maintenance”: Ask yourself, “What do I need to do, to feel my best and function to

the best of my ability in my own life?”  The better you feel, the easier it will be for

you to be there for your family member.



ENVIRONMENT 

 

 

THE IMPACT OF ENVIRONMENT AND

CIRCUMSTANCE ON ADDICTION

Environmental factors are influences such as

family dynamics, friend groups, cultural norms,

media representation, and learned associations

that make it difficult to avoid substance use.

Having ready access to drugs, survival stress, and

exposure to people who use substances are also

environmental factors that may also increase the

likelihood of relapse.   Some environmental

factors are uncontrollable; for example, living in a

neighborhood with high crime or having an

alcoholic family member.  

The goal here is to support your family member

in developing awareness and strategies for

dealing with these circumstances in order to

reduce the desire and inclination to engage in

substance use.   Do keep in mind that relapse is

often part of recovery, so even if your family

member seems to take a step backwards, they

are likely taking two steps forward as well.

An elevated score on this

index suggests the

presence of numerous

environmental factors

that can contribute to

substance abuse relapse. 

 Awareness of these

factors and their ability

to undermine sobriety,

focusing on building

other strengths, and

establishing healthy

friendships with non-

substance users can help

mediate the effects of

uncontrollable

environmental factors.
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First, think about environmental factors that may be affecting your family
member.   Identify some of the circumstances external to your family member

that might be fueling addictive behavior.   Some of these may be very obvious

and others might be hiding in plain sight.   Sometimes things can be so obvious

that we overlook them.  

Try to think of ‘concrete’ environmental factors, as well as less tangible ones.   It

may help you to journal about this.  Writing things down is not only a way for our

minds to process information; it also can help increase awareness and help in

generating ideas.  Try to pinpoint specific factors.

Different environmental factors affecting your family member might be found in

the areas of community, peers, family, and work / school.   You might think of

other general areas as well.   Within these different domains, attitudes about

substances, accessibility of substances, substance use, stress, and trauma are

some of the things that can affect one’s inclination to use.  

Whatever the specific environmental factors are, they create stress for your family

member.   For each environmental factor, try to identify the stress it causes.   For

example, if there is someone in addiction whom your family member cannot

avoid, what kind of stress might that cause?  You could start by identifying this as

social or interpersonal stress, and then see if you can elaborate on that.  What are

some details of this specific stress?  

Another might be living in a neighborhood with high crime.   What are the

stresses associated with this?   What are fears and anxieties that your family

member might experience?

Or, perhaps there is no addiction in the family and the neighborhood is safe, but

there is a lot of pressure at school.   Even if you don’t know specifics, try to

imagine stresses your family member is experiencing. 

You may end up with quite a few possible stressors from the environment and

much more insight into external circumstances that trigger substance use. 

Thinking about how environmental factors may be affecting your family member

will increase your understanding and can help you to have more empathy

Here are some suggestions for ways to support your

family member in light of environmental factors.
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If you are already an emotionally empathic individual, the whole issue of

addiction may be very painful for you, in part because you feel your family

member’s emotional distress.   However, identifying environmental factors is

going to help you build cognitive empathy, which means that you will not only

know how your family member feels but can also put that knowledge to use.   A

clearer understanding may help you figure out how best to support your family

member.  This may even bring you to a higher level of personal awareness, which

may lead to positive changes in your life and the family as a whole.  

The emotional side, and what you feel, is very important, but sometimes

emotions make it hard to see clearly and move forward (e.g., a lot of sadness can

drain your energy and rob you of motivation). motivational).  So, attending to the

cognitive, or thinking side of this, can be very beneficial.

You also might think about your family member’s level of sensitivity. 
  Sometimes they do not seem to be sensitive towards you or others, but is it

possible that they are more sensitive than you think, perhaps to what is around

them? 

 

Thinking about high sensitivity may help you see beyond obvious environmental

factors, to more subtle ones.   We do live in a world that can be overwhelming,

and it can be hard to know what someone else is perceiving or understand how

they are perceiving it. 

 

High sensitivity could be emotional, psychological, physical, or in another

domain.   Five-sensory input can be overwhelming for people who are highly

sensitive, as can emotional input and other kinds of information.
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Let’s consider what it would be like for someone whose hearing is very acute. 

That would be a physical sensitivity.    Think about how much auditory input one

would get if they had an extraordinarily broad range of auditory perception. 

Could you imagine that being overwhelming?   Imagine if any one of your own

five senses were highly acute, and you could perceive way more than you do.  Do

you get a sense of the discomfort this could cause?  How would cope with it?  

If you think your family member is highly sensitive, you may consider helping by

creating a low-stimulus space in their living quarters.   This could be a retreat if

they become overwhelmed, and it could be a place where they can practice

stress management / relaxation techniques.   In this space there could be low

light, buffered sound, soft objects like pillows, and perhaps imagery that supports

your family member in recovery.

Help your family member become more aware of environmental factors,
including those that are currently beyond their control.   While at the

moment certain environmental factors may be beyond their control, you and

your family member could develop a vision for the future and take steps toward

creating a healthier environment.   Ideally, the detrimental influences would no

longer be present or would be reduced to a point that they are no longer causing

a problem.  Imagining what is possible promotes optimism and positive choices. 

 

Work on helping your family member identify obvious factors first.  You could

have a conversation and ask what are some things that cause them to feel stress,

that are outside of them.  You don’t have to bring up the issue of substance use

here, because stress is a trigger for use. They might come up with some factors

that you hadn’t thought about.   You could brainstorm together about ways to

reduce the effects of these negative factors.

 

It can also be helpful to think about how habits may be contributing to the

family member’s stress.   What are some ways that you and / or your family

member interact routinely with your environment?   Are there aspects of these

habits that actually are not beneficial?   Look at behaviors in relation to

environmental factors.  There are many things we have little control over, but we

do have choices about our behavior.

If you live with your family member, work together with them to make
positive changes in the environment. For example, if you share an apartment

or a house, are there some fairly simple things you could do to change the

space?   If so, try to stick with simple, inexpensive changes.   Buying a lot of new

furniture is unlikely to prevent substance use relapse.  But maybe there are some

small changes you could make. 
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 If there are visual reminders ----learned associations that might trigger craving

for substance use --- it will be important to remove them.   If there are visual

representations such as pictures of nature or calming scenes, it might help to

add them here and there.   For some, the butterfly symbolizes recovery.   You

might ask your family member if they would like to find some representations of

a butterfly to keep in the living space. 

There are any number of visual supports that can help inspire a person and help

them feel stronger. These reminders and inspiration may help your family

member stay sober, or at least stay on the path if there is an occasional slip. 

 

Substance use can both amplify and reduce sensory perceptions, though over

time substances tend to dull sensory perception.   Due to sensory stimulation or

reduction, your family member may have a hard time with certain types of

sensory input, or some things may be very uncomfortable, even painful.

   Likewise, some things that would elicit a sensory response from you might not

elicit a response from your family member.   Helping bring the senses back into

balance in a way that is tolerable for your family member may help reduce the

inclination to use. 

 

Thinking about all five senses, are there smells, tastes, sounds, sights, tactile

sensations that may help your family member feel better?   Touch can include

physical activity as well.   You could support them in finding some pleasant

sensory stimuli to incorporate in the immediate environment.

 

The five senses can help center us in our bodies.   Seeking balance may have a

grounding effect.  If physical pain is one of the reasons a person is seeking to alter

sensory input, it might be possible to amplify or reduce a different sense input

(e.g. amplify a scent or reduce light) in a way that would be beneficial.   Let your

family member lead the way in trying to figure out what might help them feel

more comfortable.

 

"I want my kids to know there is no shame in

getting help when you need it, and to be a

source of strength for anyone out there who

needs help but is afraid to take the first step."

-Ben Affleck
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You may want to encourage your family member to do something creative.
 Creative work engages the senses.  They could do some kind of craft, paint, make

music, draw, build something, write a poem or lyrics, dance --- anything to get

creativity flowing. 

 

If resources are scarce for purchasing materials, there is a lot that can be done

with materials you have at home already.   A rattle could be made with dried

beans and an empty plastic container that had food in it. Scraps of paper could

be used to make a collage.   With a pen or pencil, scratch paper can become

useful for making a drawing.  Materials don’t have to be fancy or even new.

 

Creativity supports mental and emotional health, and it can help in trauma

recovery.  When creative activity has a cathartic effect, sometimes there are short-

term negative emotions that emerge (e.g.   while writing about a traumatic

experience, some negative feelings may come up), but this type of activity

supports a sense of well-being in the long run.  

 

Creative activity can boost immune function and help manage pain.   A physical

activity like dancing causes the release of endorphins in the brain.  These are feel-

good neurotransmitters.   Endorphins relieve both stress and pain.   Also,

dopamine, one of the neurotransmitters that is amplified by use of some

substances, is released during creative activity.  So, there is an inherent feel-good

dimension to being creative.  Additionally, creativity bolsters resilience.

Support your family member in building resilience.   Resilience is a learned

trait that helps us recover from difficulties and setbacks and helps us be

adaptable. It is never too late to develop or strengthen resilience.   In fact, a

requirement for the development of resilience is being faced with challenging

life circumstances; so not only can resilience be developed throughout one’s life,

difficult situations can actually contribute to its development.

 

Here are some cognitive strategies for increasing resilience: recognize that

change is a part of life, avoid catastrophizing, notice negative thoughts and

challenge them, seek healthy emotional distance from difficult situations, frame

challenges and failures as an opportunity to learn, and be optimistic about the

future.  Healthy emotional distance involves observing a situation, observing your

thoughts and feelings, and trying to see a situation from someone’s point of view

who may not have intense emotions about it.
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Encourage your family member to frame setbacks as an opportunity for
growth.   Although it is disappointing and can be disruptive to the recovery

process, relapse is a relatively common setback in recovery from addiction.   If

possible, help your family member view this as a challenge to overcome that will

make them stronger.  

While supporting your family member in building resilience, you will also help

them identify and focus on their strengths and learn new coping strategies.   To

practice identifying personal strengths, list some of your own strengths.   Think

about how you have developed them, including adversities you have overcome. 

Also think about strengths you would like to develop in the future. In doing this

for yourself, you will be able to more effectively guide and encourage your family

member to think about their own strengths.

Not only is it kinder to focus on resilience, strengths, and positive attribute, but it

is more effective.   Looking at one’s limitations, mistakes, and “weaknesses” is

detrimental.   A setback does not indicate “weakness;” it simply indicates a

challenge to overcome, even if the process is gradual.

Your strengths, and your family member’s strengths, are components of your

resilience.   As you focus on existing strengths and develop new ones, your

resilience increases.   Becoming stronger does not have to be a miserable

experience.   It can be fun in it too.   Developing resistance to stress can include

doing things you enjoy.  

Setting realistic goals and achieving them can help in developing resilience. 

These can be small goals, but none are insignificant.   A realistic goal that would

also support stress resistance – which is very helpful in supporting resilience --

might be to practice a relaxation technique on a routine basis.

Support your family member in establishing healthy relationships with non-
users. Ideally, your family member would have friends or caring family members

who either have never been in a fully addictive state but are understanding of

addiction, or who are also in recovery and not liable to fall deeply back into use. 

You can start by working on a healthy relationship between the two of you.  This

will involve active listening, assertive communication, and you will need to

engage in self-care.  You might find that you need support groups or counseling,

to help mend your relationship if there has been damage that you cannot mend

on your own.  Always seek help when you need it.
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Your family member might find community in a support group.  Although this is

fairly specific and probably would not extend much beyond meetings, it is one

way of getting solid support with people who are in a similar situation.   There

may be online social resources, as well, such as moderated chat rooms.

 

Remember that you have no control over your family member’s social life.  If you

don’t like a person, or persons, they are spending time with, you can be assertive

and let them know directly how you feel about it.  Trying to sway them through

manipulation, such as shaming or guilt tripping, would only be harmful to your

relationship. However, be prepared for the possibility that it may not make any

difference to them how you feel or what you think. 

 

Your family member might be able to continue being around friends who use

substances, but this should take place at times when people are not actively

using.  Your family member needs to be able to make choices about their friends

and who they spend time with.

 

Healthy boundaries can be difficult for people who are in addiction or recovering

from it.   Exposure to poor boundaries and a lack of health role models during

childhood are both significant risk factors for the development of addiction.

 

You can act as a role model for your family member by having healthy

boundaries.   This means setting limits that protect you from harm or violation. 

For example, your family member might see you limit contact with someone

who has been verbally abusive to you.   You are protecting your boundaries by

limiting contact until you and that person have established guidelines for healthy

communication.   If they are aware that you are doing this and you explain your

rationale, you have an opportunity to model healthy boundary-setting.
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Engage in self-care.   You not only are taking care of your basic needs, which is

very important; you also are modeling self-care for your family member.  Self-care

includes getting enough sleep, eating well, and engaging in enough physical

activity, as well as doing things you enjoy.  It can be hard to do these things when

you are under a lot of stress but make your best effort.   Without adequate self-

care it is easy to get burned out and recuperating from burn-out takes more

effort.   In order to support others, you need to put attention to your own basic

physical, mental, and emotional needs.

 

One aspect of self-care that you might consider is learning and practicing stress

management techniques.   This will help you, and it may help your family

member as well.  When you are less stressed, not only will you feel better, you will

be able to interact more beneficially with them.  Also, you can be a role model for

the practice of stress management. 

 

Stress management overlaps with self-care.   It includes doing things you enjoy

and physical activity.  Relaxation techniques can be a very beneficial part of your

stress management routine.   You might consider a daily breathing exercise,

meditation, yoga, tai chi, or other practices that help bring your mind and body

into alignment.



MENTAL
HEALTH &
WELLNESS

The Mental Health and Wellness domain of PLSAR consists of

assessments for Stress, Mood, Chronic Pain, and Physical

Activity. An elevated score in any of these four areas

represents vulnerability for relapse in connection with that

area.  

A common thread running through the Mental Health and

Wellness domain is challenge related to mental, emotional,

and physical health during the process of recovery and

achieving sobriety.

These four areas share an emphasis on seeking balance and

strengthening the mind-body connection.



STRESS

 

 

THE IMPORTANCE OF

LEARNING TO RELAX

Anxiety can cause a person to feel abnormal:  It can

manifest as physical feelings, emotions, and thoughts,

and it affects the body as a whole.  For those who

frequently feel anxious, substance use can provide an

escape from these aversive feelings.  

However, instead of relieving anxiety, substance use

can actually make it worse. A cycle can occur

between the two states, of being anxious and using

substances.  Anxiety can be a precursor to initial

substance use and the development of substance

abuse, so addressing it may help get to the root of the

addictive behavior. 

Individuals with

elevated scores on

this index tend to

struggle with anxiety.  

An absence of

relaxation skills,

paired with a lower

threshold for stress,

increases the risk for

substance abuse.  

Individuals who score in this range can benefit from consulting with a

psychologist or physician to learn effective ways to relax and better manage their

stress.  These and other skills can be reinforced at home.  Such skills are

empowering to anyone, and for individuals who have struggled with substance

use, they provide a much healthier alternative.  
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Encourage your family member to talk about their worries, stressors, and
daily challenges.   Everyone needs social support and people to talk with.   If

you feel comfortable doing so, encourage your family member to talk to you as

needed.  

If something is beyond the scope of what you are able to help them with,

encourage them reach further, perhaps to a counselor, psychologist, or support

group.   Some of the thoughts, feelings, and experiences that your family

member needs to share may need additional support, especially in connection

with trauma.

Practice active listening.  Listening actively involves really paying attention.  It

is one of the ways you can be there for your family member.  To do this, you

listen calmly without judging, putting your full attention on what your family

member is communicating.  Occasionally you can restate what you

understand them to be saying in different words.  

This is a respectful way to listen.  Paired with assertive communication, you can

both understand and convey information more effectively. 

Assertive communication also involves being calm.   When you

communicate assertively, you say what you think or feel, ask for what you want

or need, and set limits as needed.  Being assertive comes from a place of self-

respect and also respect for the person you are communicating with.  When

you are assertive with your family member, not only are you communicating

effectively, you are also modeling healthy social behavior for them.  

When a person’s self-concept is low, they are less likely to be assertive and may

engage in one or more of the following three dysfunctional communication

patterns: passive, aggressive, and passive aggressive.  

Passive communication is a style of communicating in which the person holds

back and avoids expressing their thoughts and feelings.  Aggressive

communication involves bullying, mockery, and other disrespectful and unkind

behaviors.  Passive-aggressive behavior is indirect and is often considered to be

manipulative. 

Here are some ways to support your family member

towards greater stress tolerance.
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The person does not communicate their thoughts and feelings directly; but

rather in a way that fulfills their emotional need in a less healthy way.

Examples of passive aggressive behaviors include guilt-tripping,

procrastinating, blaming, playing the victim, feigning compliance but then

forgetting, sarcasm, and making excuses.  Try to think of examples of each of

these communication styles that are used among your family and friends.  

Try for yourself to be assertive as much as possible.  When you are, you are

displaying honesty and confidence. This is very healthy for your family member

to see and hear and, even if sometimes you have to be firmer than you like, it

will help you feel better too. 

Encourage your family member to practice healthy eating habits and get
enough sleep.   While a “perfect” diet may not be realistic, encourage your

family member to eat enough nutritious food often enough each day.  While

sugary foods and drinks can be gratifying, they can lower one’s energy level. 

 Caffeine can induce the fight-or-flight response and increase agitation and

irritability, so avoiding or limiting caffeine may benefit your family member as

well.  

Protein and complex carbohydrates, instead of simple carbs, can help keep

blood sugar from spiking; fluctuations in blood sugar can cause a change in

mood.  It can be difficult to eat often enough when a person is anxious, or one

may overeat, but attending to basic physical needs is key to having a

foundation for managing stress.

The recommended number of hours for sleep varies, depending on age, but 6

to 8 hours is a good number to shoot for.  Screen time before bed can be

overly stimulating for some people.  

Anxiety can reduce how much sleep a person gets, reduce the quality of sleep,

and contribute to bad dreams. A relaxation technique practiced during the

day or just before bedtime may help reduce anxiety and improve sleep.

"Nothing can bring you peace but

yourself."

-Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Engage in exercise and encourage your family member to, as well. 
Regular exercise is not only good for your long-term physical health, it can

reduce stress and anxiety and can improve your mood.  When you exercise,

neurotransmitters that make you feel better are released.  Even though the

effects may be temporary, just a few minutes of exercise can make a

difference.  

Doing Exercise” does not mean that you must engage in activities you don’t

really want to do.  It can be nice to have a regular exercise routine, even

though there may be days that you don’t have the time, but your routine may

vary from day to day.  As far as the type of exercise, take advantage of what is

around you and find ways to have fun being physically active both indoors and

outdoors.  Even housework can provide some exercise, though it is usually not

enough.  

Ideally, you and your family member would find opportunities to engage in

enjoyable physical activities on a regular basis.  If outdoors is not an option, you

can use online videos to learn new skills that help you develop more balance,

build muscle, and relax. 

Focusing on fun and enjoyment instead of performance can help reduce any

tendencies you may have towards perfectionism.  Perfectionism and anxiety

go hand in hand.  Sometimes people avoid doing something because they

want to be “perfect” and know that they won’t be.  You can always remind your

family member that their best effort is perfection if you feel that is an issue.

Encourage creativity.   Creative endeavors can help a person get more in

touch with their feelings.  This can be especially important for someone who

has struggled with addiction.  Traumatic experiences can be precursors to

addictive behavior, and it can be difficult for a person to make the connection

between the traumas they have experienced and their emotions, which may

feel muddled.

Much creative work is nonverbal, so a person is able to bypass words while

expressing thoughts and feelings through other means.  Having a way to

convey thoughts, feelings, and ideas while circumventing the verbal can be

helpful.   Words are often inadequate descriptors and can be constraining. 

 Additionally, sometimes putting shameful feelings into words can trigger

relapse, and people who have struggled with addiction tend to feel significant

shame. 
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Creativity can be playful and fun and can help a person feel freer.  Also, it

allows for the experience of being engrossed and present in the moment.  This

state of flow is good for the brain. In addition to changing where activity is

occurring in the brain, it also is associated with the release of several “feel

good” neurotransmitters including endorphins, dopamine, and serotonin. 

 These are all neurochemicals that are affected by different types of substance

use.  Promoting their release with creativity is much healthier and may assist in

your family member’s recovery.  Creativity also promotes resilience. 

Practice stress management and encourage your family member to, as
well.  When a family member struggles with addiction, this is stressful to other

family members and is likely to provoke anxiety within the family.  Substance

use is an attempt to reduce pain, anxiety, negative stress and other

uncomfortable feelings.  Stress management can help reduce these negative

states.

Relaxation techniques can help bring down your overall stress level and can

help you manage stress when something happens to trigger it.  Helpful

practices include controlled breathing, meditation, yoga, tai chi, and any skill

set that helps align the mind and body.

Controlled breathing is very simple, and there are various ways to do it.  First

you want to find a quiet space, to practice.  One simple method involves

breathing along with the ticking of a clock.  If you have a small clock that ticks

or a watch where the ticking doesn’t bother you, you can use that.  Breath in

four seconds (through nose if you can), hold four seconds, breath out four

seconds (through mouth), wait four seconds, then repeat. Continue this cycle

for as long as you want.  

This is a good foundation for meditating, which focuses your attention on the

breath.  Thoughts will come up, some days more than others. The main thing is

to take time to get quiet and centered and to feel calmer.  This type of practice

can reduce your overall stress and help you get back to a centered place, and it

can help your family member to do so, as well.
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When you are engaged in one of these activities, whether controlled breathing,

meditation, yoga, tai chi, or even doing housework when you are in a

meditative state of mind (focus on task at hand, allow thoughts and feelings to

come up, notice them, and stay focused on task), your attention is in the

moment.  Even though worried thoughts or anxiety might come up, you focus

on what you are doing and release those thoughts and feelings. 

Twelve-step programs often focus on “one day at a time.”  This is really all that

any of us can do, while also setting short and long-term goals and working

towards them.  Physical discomfort and painful past experiences may

contribute to resistance to being in the present moment. Anxiety may also

create an obstacle.  Staying in the moment by practicing relaxation techniques

helps the body and mind get back to a healthier equilibrium. 

As your family member develops skills in stress management and practices

relaxation training, they may experience less anxiety and less of an urge to use

substances.  When they have strategies and techniques for regaining balance

from anxious thoughts, feelings, and even physical sensations, this can help

prevent giving in to impulses.  This strengthens sobriety and, though relapse is

common in recovery, these skills may help prevent relapse.

Focus on resilience.   Resilience is a trait that is developed through

overcoming adversity.  You and your family member have resilience.  You have

made it through some challenging experiences.  Relapse is a common

occurrence in the process of recovery, but if this is framed as a growth

opportunity, even relapse can promote resilience.  



MOOD
 

 

THE ROLE OF MOOD

IN ADDICTION 

Substance abuse often contributes to mood

dysfunction.   If the respondent is currently

using substances to excess, some of the

problems in mood regulation may be related

to substance abuse.   This elevation should

not be considered a diagnosis of depression

or any other psychological disorder. Rather, it

indicates the respondent has reported issues

with mood that could benefit from further

clarification from a mental health

professional.

Individuals who score in the

elevated range on this index

may have symptoms that are

similar to depression or may

indeed be depressed. 

Problems with mood are

considered significant risk

factors in substance abuse

relapse.  Individuals who score

in this range benefit from

consulting with a psychologist

or physician to learn ways to

better manage their mood.
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Understand there is a connection between emotional and physical pain. 
Not only can feeling down make it harder to function, it also can contribute to

physical pain or discomfort.  

The same regions of the brain are activated for both emotional pain (e.g.

rejection, disappointment) and physical pain.   It can be easier to identify

physical pain than emotional, although emotional pain can show up in the

body as pain or tension.  Even though it may be less acknowledged because it

is less visible, emotional pain is real pain too. 

Neurotransmitters that are released during uncomfortable emotional states

include adrenaline and cortisol.   The whole body becomes activated by over-

release of these chemicals.   When this goes on for a long time, chronic stress

occurs.   Chronic stress is associated with a whole host of physical ailments

including diabetes, heart disease, and immune suppression.   Many different

physical symptoms can result from long-term negative stress, including

headaches and digestive disturbances.   Chronic stress also contributes to

depression.

Recognize that family dynamics may contribute to mood problems. 
Some of the same dynamics that might have contributed to your family

member’s substance abuse problem to begin with may still be affecting

them.   Your thoughts and feelings affect the decisions you make, as well as

your behavior. Becoming more aware of your thoughts and feelings will help

you understand and manage your mood and make better choices about how

to respond to others.  

If you want to increase your self-awareness, you may start by noticing your

feelings. Do you ever have a vague sense that something is wrong but can’t

quite figure out what it is?  You may notice an uneasy feeling in the pit of your

stomach or tension in your shoulders. Once you have noticed the feeling, try to

identify the thoughts associated with it.  Have you been thinking of something

you did that you wish you hadn’t done?   Of were you thinking of something

you wish you had done, but didn’t? Or maybe you have been thinking of a

loved one --- perhaps your family member --- and have been wondering if they

are okay.

Here are some suggestions for ways to support your

family member towards positive mood regulation.
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This is a good opportunity to explore your feelings and the thoughts that are

creating them.   Do this as often as you can, and you will feel calmer and more

centered and will understand yourself better.   This exercise may also help you

have insight into issues in the family that may have affected or are affecting your

family member.

Learn more about empathy.   Empathy is defined as the ability to understand

another person’s feelings by “putting ourselves in their shoes”.   Some people are

more empathically sensitive and may take on the emotions of the other person. 

For people who have a high level empathy this may happen automatically and

may be somewhat confusing.   It may mean that you sometimes experience

emotions that are not your own but actually belong to someone else.  You might

wonder “Why am I feeling this?”  When you’ve been hit with a negative emotion

out of the blue, try to figure out where that feeling came from.  It may not be an

emotion that originated inside of you but that you have absorbed from someone

else or the environment around you.   Some people also pick up physical

sensations from another person who is feeling pain, for example.  

You can also have a cognitive type of empathy, called “perspective-taking”, where

you are able to apply logic to figure out and understand why someone thinks or

feels the way they do.   This can be useful when interacting with your family

member.

Keep in mind that your family member may be empathic.   They may be very

sensitive to others’ feelings, and it is possible this may have contributed to their

efforts to self-medicate.   Having problems with substance use does not mean a

person lacks empathy.
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If you think that your family member may be highly empathic, you could try to

be aware of what you are feeling when you are around them.  For example, if you

are going to get together with them and you are feeling blah or down, take some

time to find your center and let go of that feeling before you meet, if you can.  Try

to find something positive to focus on, to bring your own mood up.  Not only will

you feel better, but this also may help prevent your family member from feeling

down.  

We are able to influence each other’s emotions through our behavior.   For

example, when we smile at someone and ask them how they are doing from a

place of genuine care; this is likely to lift their mood a bit.   If we do something to

intentionally annoy or anger someone, this is likely to cause some kind of distress

to that person.

People who are highly empathic are not only affected by others’ behaviors, but

their mood may also be influenced by someone’s negative emotional state.  So to

be as sensitive as you can to your family member, try to be self-aware:   How are

you feeling?   If you aren’t feeling like you can be in a good mood when you are

together, think about postponing but still let them know you care.  

It isn’t that you have control over your family member’s mood, but your mood

may influence it.   If they are in early recovery and somewhat emotionally fragile,

be conscious of what you are thinking and feeling when you are together.  This is

a kindness.  Subtle behaviors may have an effect.

Likewise, if you find yourself feeling down after being with your family member

and it feels like more than just a response to behavior or memories, consider that

you may be picking up on some of their emotions.   Find a way to release this,

whether it is going for a walk, talking with a friend, meditation, or something else

that helps you feel better.

"I found that with depression, one of the most

important things you can realize is that you’re not

alone. You’re not the first to go through it, you’re not

gonna be the last to go through it."

-Dwayne "The Rock" Johnson
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Be trauma informed.  The aim of trauma-focused care is to determine what has

happened to an individual rather than what is wrong with them.   Health care,

education, and social services have been moving in the direction of trauma-

informed care in recent years, but they are not there yet.   If providers do not

understand the multiple effects of trauma, they will not realize that behaviors

which may appear to be abnormal may actually be normal responses to trauma. 

Consequently, traumatized individuals are often seen as “abnormal” and receive

inappropriate treatment.  

Trauma affects every aspect of a person’s being --- their mental, physical, social,

and behavioral domains.   This means that trauma has a significant impact on a

person’s mental state, their emotions, physical health and well-being, behavior,

and social interactions. Think about how the effects of trauma in the four

domains may interact to cause a person to have difficulty functioning, especially

in social settings and in relationships. 

Substance use and abuse have a very strong link to trauma, often originating in

childhood.   Intergenerational or transgenerational trauma (trauma based in

history that is often not even acknowledged in the family) also can have an

impact.   Some of your family member’s behaviors that appear abnormal, even

self-destructive, may have their roots in trauma. Learn more about trauma and its

effects.   Not only may this help you better understand your family member, but

you may find it useful information for your own life experiences and for the family

as a whole.

Practice active listening.  Listening actively involves really paying attention.  It is

one of the ways you can be there for your family member. To do this, you listen

calmly without judging, putting your full attention on what your family member

is communicating.   Occasionally you can restate what you understand them to

be saying in different words.   This is a respectful way to listen.   Paired with

assertive communication, you can both understand and convey information

more effectively.

Assertive communication also involves being calm.   When you are

communicating assertively, you say what you think or feel, ask for what you want

or need, and set limits as needed.   Being assertive comes from a place of self-

respect and also respect for the person you are communicating with.  When you

are assertive with your family member, not only are you communicating, you are

modeling that behavior for them.  When a person’s self-concept is low, they are

less likely to be assertive and may engage in one or more of the following three

dysfunctional communication patterns: passive, aggressive, and passive

aggressive.
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Passive communication is a style of communicating in which the person holds

back and avoids expressing their thoughts and feelings.   Aggressive

communication involves bullying, mockery, and other disrespectful and unkind

behaviors.   Passive-aggressive behavior is indirect and is often considered to be

manipulative. The person does not communicate their thoughts and feelings

directly; but rather in a way that fulfills their emotional need in a less healthy way.

Examples of passive aggressive behaviors include guilt-tripping, procrastinating,

blaming, playing the victim, feigning compliance but then forgetting, sarcasm,

and making excuses.   Try to think of examples of each of these communication

styles that are used among your family and friends.  

Try to be assertive as much as possible.  When you are, you are displaying honesty

and confidence. This is very healthy for your family member to see and hear and,

even if you have to be firmer than you like at times, it will help you feel better too.

 
Engage in self-care and encourage your family member to as well.  Before
you can take care of anyone else, you need to take care of yourself.   Self-care is

often neglected because we are taught that we need to take care of others

instead of ourselves.   It can be challenging to get into habits of self-care,

especially when we are in habits of taking care of others who are not engaging in

self-care, themselves.  

Even if you are stressed beyond belief, resources are tight, and you are not able

do these things as fully as you need, strive to get adequate sleep, eat healthy

enough food often enough, try to stay hydrated, and do some things you enjoy

and that allow you to be physically active.  

On top of the basics like sleeping and eating, self-care also means doing things

for fun.   These don’t have to be big things and they don’t have to take much

time.  Do some things that bring pleasure into your life, whether it is talking with

a friend, listening to music, going for walks, spending time with your pet, playing

cards, being creative – whatever things you enjoy, engage in those often enough

that you feel revitalized by these activities.  

Engaging in self-care precludes a certain amount of addictive behavior. 

Attending to one’s basic needs helps bring balance.   Balance may be more

challenging for someone who is in recovery, especially early recovery, because it is

less stimulating than previous behaviors.   However, as recovery progresses, your

family member may understand the necessity to work in that direction and may

begin to enjoy it more.  You can set a good example for your family member by

practicing self-care.
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Learn about stress management, and practice it.   When a family member

struggles with addiction, this is stressful for family members.  You may have been

doing more to take care of your family member than yourself.  

In addition to doing the best you can to meet your own basic needs for sleep,

healthy food, exercise, and fun, learning relaxation techniques can help decrease

your overall level of negative stress and can help you manage stress when

something happens to trigger it.  Helpful practices include controlled breathing,

meditation, yoga, tai chi, and any skill set that helps align the mind and body.

When your level of overall stress is lower and you are able to bring it down when

stressful events occur, this will make it easier interacting with your family

member and you will be able to find your center more readily if you get thrown

off. 

Learning to manage your stress also is a good thing to model for your family

member.   Learning through doing, being able to model this for your family

member, and encouraging them to engage in stress management and relaxation

techniques can be empowering for you both.

Encourage physical activity.   Although a person in recovery may engage in

physical activity to the point that there are some detrimental effects, physical

activity is much healthier than substance abuse.   Physical activity triggers the

release of endorphins, which brings a sense of well-being and even happiness,

and can help improve physical health. 

Encourage creativity.  Creative endeavors can help a person get more in touch

with their feelings.   This can be especially important for someone who has

struggled with addiction.   Traumatic experiences can be precursors to addictive

behavior, and it can be difficult for a person to make the connection between the

traumas they have experienced and their emotions, which may feel muddled.



M
O
O
D

Much creative work is nonverbal, so a person is able to bypass words while

expressing thoughts and feelings through other means.  Having a way to convey

thoughts, feelings, and ideas while circumventing the verbal can be helpful. 

 Words are often inadequate descriptors and can be constraining.   Additionally,

sometimes putting shameful feelings into words can trigger relapse, and people

who have struggled with addiction tend to feel significant shame. 

Creativity can be playful and fun and can help a person feel freer.  Also, it allows

for the experience of being engrossed and present in the moment.  This state of

flow is good for the brain. In addition to changing where activity is occurring in

the brain, it also is associated with the release of several “feel good”

neurotransmitters including endorphins, dopamine, and serotonin.  These are all

neurochemicals that are affected by different types of substance use.  Promoting

their release with creativity is much healthier and may assist in your family

member’s recovery.  

Creativity also promotes resilience.

Focus on resilience.  Resilience is a trait that is developed through overcoming

adversity.   You and your family member have resilience.   You have made it

through some challenging experiences.  Relapse is a common occurrence in the

process of recovery, but if this is framed as a growth opportunity, resilience can

be promoted.



CHRONIC PAIN
 

 

PROVIDING SUPPORT WITH ILLNESS,

PAIN, AND MEDICATION

Some pain medications are highly addictive.   Unfortunately, opioids are widely prescribed, and some

individuals are more susceptible to opioid addiction.   In addition to relieving pain, opioids induce

feelings of euphoria.  These drugs also have the potential for increasing sensitivity to pain over time.  So

not only does a person whose brain has become acclimated to the pain relief and euphoric effects of

opioids have physical withdrawal symptoms when they stop taking them, they also may feel pain more

easily.

Experiencing addiction is disempowering. Supporting your family member towards greater personal

empowerment may help reduce substance use.   Skill development for mind-body alignment and

stress reduction can be valuable.

Individuals who have an elevated score on this scale are at a greater risk

for substance abuse relapse. This is especially true in connection with

opioids.   Individuals who struggle with chronic pain, particularly if it is

difficult to diagnose or manage, may be more susceptible to substance

abuse and will benefit from having healthy relationships that provide

support, increasing the likelihood of emotional and social health.
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HERE ARE SOME SUGGESTIONS TO HELP YOU SUPPORT

YOUR FAMILY MEMBER.

Practice active listening.   One way to be there for your family member is to

listen actively.   To do this, you listen calmly without judging, putting your full

attention on what your family member is communicating.  Occasionally you can

restate what you understand them to be saying in different words.   This is a

respectful way to listen and, when paired with assertive communication, you

can be there solidly for your family member.  

Assertive communication also involves being calm.   You say what you think or

feel, ask for what you want or need, and set limits as needed.   Being assertive

comes from a place of self-respect and also respect for the person you are

communicating with.

Be realistic about the pain or illness.   It may be that your family member

always has some level of pain related to their condition or illness.   It may be

difficult for them to be completely pain free.  They may need to learn to live with

a certain amount of pain, while managing it. 

 

Physical activity can increase pain tolerance.   If it is feasible, encouraging your

family member to safely exercise may help them manage pain.
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Learn more about alternative treatments for chronic pain.   Ultimately, it

your family member and their doctors will decide what they do to manage their

pain, but the more information they have, the more options there are to choose

from.   If you learn about some of these options yourself, you may be able to

support them in seeking effective alternative therapies. 

Although there are chemical treatments for pain that may be less addictive

than substances your family member has used, it may t be helpful to

incorporate treatments that do not involve ingesting substances into a pain

management regimen. 

Complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) includes a number of different

modalities.   Although these modalities do not work the same for everyone and

their effectiveness may vary with the condition, here is a short list of some CAM

practices that can help reduce pain under the right circumstances:

Acupuncture

Biofeedback

Hypnotherapy

Massage 

Mineral soaks

(balneotherapy)

Music therapy

There are many other alternative therapies that you could learn about.

It can be a good idea to work with a health care practitioner when choosing any

of these modalities.   Some doctors practice both allopathic (“mainstream”)

medicine, along with holistic medicine, or they may be knowledgeable about

both.  

The comfort level your family member feels with a practitioner can be very

important. A sense of trust is ideal, and a good ‘bedside manner’ can make a big

difference in both compliance with a regimen as well as the general emotional

well-being of your family member.
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Learn about skills for managing pain.   It requires some discipline to practice

any sort of technique, however developing skills to manage pain and other

stressful situations is empowering.   Mind-body practices such as yoga, tai chi,

qigong, guided imagery, self-hypnosis, progressive relaxation, and meditation

have been shown to help reduce chronic pain.  

You might consider practicing one of these yourself, to help reduce your stress. 

If you have access to the internet, free materials should be available to guide

you.   Even if you yourself have no problems with pain, practicing any of these

techniques will be good for your mind and will improve your mind-body

connection.   Also, once you are familiar with a technique, you could share that

with your family member.

Engage in self-care and encourage your family member to, as well.  Before
you can take care of anyone else, you need to take care of yourself.  Self-care is

so often neglected because we are taught that we need to take care of others

and not ourselves.  It can be challenging to get into habits of self-care, especially

when we are in the habit of taking care of others who are not engaging in self-

care, themselves.  

Even if you are stressed beyond belief, resources are tight, and you are not able

do these things as  much  as you need, strive to get adequate sleep, eat healthy

food, try to stay hydrated, engage in some physical activity, and do some things

you enjoy. .  

In addition to the basics like sleeping and eating, self-care also means doing

things for fun.   These don’t have to be big things and they don’t have to take

much time.   Do some things that bring pleasure into your life, whether it is

talking with a friend, listening to music, going for walks, spending time with your

pet, playing cards, being creative – whatever things you enjoy.  This will help you

to feel renewed and revitalized.

Engaging in self-care precludes a certain amount of addictive behavior. 

Attending to one’s basic needs helps bring balance.   Balance may be more

challenging for someone who is in recovery, especially early recovery, because it

is less stimulating than previous behaviors.   However, as recovery progresses,

your family member may understand the necessity to work in that direction and

may begin to enjoy it more.   You can set a good example for your family

member by practicing self-care.
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Learn about stress management and practice it.   When a family member

struggles with addiction, this is stressful to other members of the family.   You

may have been doing more to take care of the addicted family member and

other members of the family than yourself.  

In addition to doing the best you can to meet your own basic needs for sleep,

healthy food, exercise, and fun, learning relaxation techniques can help reduce

your overall stress level can help you manage stress when something happens

to trigger it.  Helpful practices include controlled breathing, meditation, yoga, tai

chi, and any skill set that helps align the mind and body.

When your level of overall stress is lower and you are able to bring it down when

stressful events occur, this will make it easier interacting with your family

member and you will be able to find your center more readily if you get thrown

off. 

Learning to manage your stress is also a good thing to model for your family

member.   Negative stress can cause more physical discomfort, for example,

through muscle tension.   Reducing stress helps to alleviate pain.   Learning

through doing, being able to model this for your family member, and

encouraging them to engage in stress management and relaxation techniques

can be empowering for you both.

Encourage creativity.  Creative endeavors can help a person get more in touch

with their feelings.   This can be especially important for someone who has

struggled with addiction.     Traumatic experiences can lead to addictive

behavior, but it can be difficult for the   person to recognize the connection

between the trauma and their addictive behavior.  know what they are feeling in

connection with this.  Emotions can be muddled.

Sometimes it is hard to find the words to express thoughts and feelings. In fact,

putting shameful feelings into words can sometimes trigger a relapse in those

struggling with addiction.  
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There are many ways to express yourself through you creativity, whether it is

through artistic activities (e.g., painting, sculpting, crafts) physical activity (e.g.,

sports, working out, martial arts), cooking, photography, acting, or any of a

number of other ways to use your imagination. By sharing this perspective, you

can help your family member consider engaging in creative activities to express

their thoughts and feelings.

Creativity can be playful and fun and can help a person feel freer.   It also helps

the person with focus and being present in the moment, which is good for the

brain because it is associated with the release of several “feel good”

neurotransmitters including endorphins, dopamine, and serotonin.  These are all

neurochemicals that are affected by different types of substance use. 

Promoting their release with creativity is much healthier and may assist in your

family member’s recovery. 

 

Creativity also promotes resilience.

Focus on resilience.  Resilience is a trait that is developed through overcoming

adversity.   You and your family member have resilience.   You have made it

through some challenging experiences.  Relapse is a common occurrence in the

process of recovery, but if this is framed as a growth opportunity, resilience can

be promoted.



PHYSICAL ACTIVITY
 

 

THE BENEFITS OF

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY ON

ADDICTION 

It is crucial that we take care of ourselves. When

basic physical needs are not met, it is impossible

to flourish in other areas of our lives.   Attending

to self-care helps one maintain a more

comfortable equilibrium, even though practicing

self-care requires discipline.    Low self-esteem

may keep a person from trying to be healthier. 

Also, depression can reduce a person’s interest in

their physical health.   However, exercise helps

elevate one’s mood, in part through the release of

endorphins, so it is worthwhile to find some

enjoyable physical activities.   Being more

physically active also may increase your family

member’s confidence.

Individuals who score in the

elevated range on this index

may have challenges related

to managing various domains

of physical self-care,

including sleep, stress, diet,

and exercise.  There are

benefits beyond physical

health when these areas are

measurably improved.  Better

balance can assist in creating

daily structure, which helps

with organization and

reducing impulsivity.



P
H
Y
S
IC

A
L

 A
C
T
IV

IT
Y

HERE ARE SOME SUGGESTIONS TO SUPPORT YOUR FAMILY

MEMBER TOWARDS MORE OPTIMAL PHYSICAL ACTIVITY.

Support you family member to develop structure and routine.   This looks
different for everyone, in part because our personalities vary.   Structure and

routine that looks rigid to one person may be helpful to another.   Conversely,

structure that looks “loose” to someone else may allow a person the flexibility to

do everything they want or need to do during the day.

It is important for your family member to find what works for them.   They may

want to set a specific time each day to engage in physical activity.  Or, there may

be something that interferes with this, like an unpredictable work schedule.  In

that case, your family member will need to decide when to get exercise.  If they

work a long day and aren’t off until evening, engaging in heavy exercise could

make it hard to sleep.  However, if they have internet, they could use it to watch

and practice something like a slow yoga workout in the evening.

Not all physical activity has to be intense.  One of the benefits of being active is

increasing body awareness.   Sometimes people have negative life experiences

that have caused them to physically “check out.” There may be a lot of

emotional pain stored as memory in the body.  There are ways to increase one’s

comfort level with one’s body.   There is even such a thing as trauma-informed

yoga.  If a comfortable class of any kind is not available, there is a lot that can be

done with resources at home, streaming from the internet.   This allows privacy,

and issues such a hypervigilance do not come up as readily as they might in a

class, if your family member suffers from post-traumatic stress.

Your family member may exhibit resistance to changes in their level of physical

activity and self-care, because it is different from what they are used to.   If

members of the family are used to taking care of each other’s needs without

attending to their own, this will need to be brought back into balance.
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Support your family member to get adequate sleep.   Depending on their

age, the recommended number of hours vary, usually between 6 and 8 hours for

an adult.   With adult responsibilities and stress, it can be difficult to get this

much sleep, but encourage your family member not to neglect sleep.

People have different circadian rhythm, which means that the inclination to

sleep at a given time may vary.  Some people are night owls and prefer staying

up late.  Others like to go to sleep early and wake up early in the morning.  These

differences in personal circadian rhythm can sometimes be difficult to

accommodate, because of the demands of work and school schedules.   If your

family member is not able to get enough sleep during the night, at least

encourage some restfulness during the day.   This can be done through brief

relaxation exercises or even a nap, if possible.

Help your family member make their bedroom a comfortable, restful place to

be.   Again, this is going to vary some from person to person.   Colors that one

person might find stimulating might help another person relax.  Light might not

bother one person but may interfere with someone else’s sleep.   You could

brainstorm with your family member about the ideal conditions for a sleeping

space and then try to find relatively simple ways to create those conditions.

If you live with your family member and have structured your life around a

routine, consider how you might adapt your routine to accommodate your

family member.   This doesn’t mean you have to change your entire routine;

instead, your family member may learn from what you are doing and modify

your routine to meet their own needs. 

If your family member resists the idea of increased structure in their life, you may

be able to help them identify their self-care needs and develop their own

strategies for meeting those needs.   Provided the way their activities do not

interfere with your health, well-being, and sense of stability, the two of you may

be able to work together to develop new self-care strategies which will benefit

both of you.

An increase in structure and a decrease in stress will help reduce impulsivity,

which is one of the common problems in substance use.   In addition to

encouraging your family member to use self-care and stress management

strategies, helping them to identify triggers associated with their substance use

will also prepare them to resist the urge to use.  Even if their substance use has

seemed ‘random’ in terms of when it has occurred, there are always patterns. 

Developing routine and structure with previous patterns in mind, with an eye to

pre-empting a trigger, will be helpful.
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Support your family member in healthy eating.  Eating together can provide

an opportunity for sharing valuable social time.   Meals that are planned in terms

of “when” can add to structure and routine.  Planning meals in terms of nutrition

can also create structure and help your family member get needed nutrition.

A meal does not have to be complicated to be healthy.   Even something as

simple as brown rice and beans can provide reasonable nutrition, though this

would not be truly adequate on a regular basis.   Some people live in “food

deserts,” where it is difficult or nearly impossible to get fresh food.   It is more

important to eat some healthy food than to eat only healthy food, so help your

family member strive for balance in this area.  

Simple carbohydrates (sweets) cause blood sugar to spike, and this repeated

often, over time, under conditions such as chronic stress, can lead to diabetes. 

These spikes also are associated with lethargy after blood sugar drops again. 

Foods with a low glycemic index are best, to prevent spikes.  High protein foods

with complex carbohydrates also can be a good combination.  Encourage your

family member to eat fresh food, as well, as it is available, and to stay hydrated.

Also, screen time before bed can be detrimental to being restful, whether it is

being on the phone, computer, or watching TV.   There are videos that can be

streamed that might help induce sleep, such as aerial scenes and clips of

natural phenomena like rain or waterfalls.   A white noise machine or fan can

help block out sound.   Some people fall asleep better with a TV or radio on, so

what works for people can vary quite a lot. The main thing is to try to help your

family member create a space and conditions that are going to allow them to

sleep long enough and well enough.

“Strength does not come from winning. Your

struggles develop your strengths. When you go

through hardships and decide not to surrender,

that is strength.”

-Arnold Schwarzenegger
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Engage in exercise and encourage your family member to, as well.  Regular
exercise is not only good for your long-term physical health, it supports a better

mood.   Neurotransmitters are released that make you feel better.   Physical

activity also can help reduce pain.  

“Exercise” does not have to mean doing something you don’t really want to be

doing, and it can vary day to day.   It can be nice to have a regular exercise

routine, but sometimes there are things that interfere.   As far as the type of

exercise, not everyone lives in an area where they would feel safe going for a

walk.   Not everyone has easy access to mountain trails for hiking.   For many

people it would take substantial effort and perhaps cost, to access a swimming

pool or a body of water, to swim on a regular basis.  

Make a commitment to have fun by being physically active, outdoors and

indoors, and take advantage of what is around you.   Even housework can

provide some exercise, although it is really not enough.   Ideally, you and your

family member will find some opportunities on a regular basis to engage in fun

physical activities.   If outdoors is not an option, you can use online videos to

learn new skills that help you develop more balance, build muscle, and relax. 

Focusing on fun and enjoyment also may help with reducing any tendency

towards perfectionism.   Sometimes people avoid doing something because

they want to be “perfect” and know that they won’t be.  You can always remind

your family member that their best effort is perfection.

Also, notice whether your family member goes long stretches without eating

and, if so, encourage them to eat more regularly.   if your family member has

gone too long without eating, they may become more irritable or lethargic. 

Some people skip meals and regularly neglect eating, which can cause their

bodies to run on adrenaline.   This can lead to moody behavior, tears, and the

appearance of emotional imbalance.   Remind your family member that our

bodies need food as fuel, and that it will help them feel better to eat something

(preferably something relatively healthy).
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Practice stress management and encourage your family member to, as
well.  When a family member struggles with addiction, this is stressful to other

family members.   You may have been doing more to take care of your family

member than yourself.   If your family member already had a strong stress

management regimen in place, they might not have been struggling with

addiction.   Substance use is an attempt to reduce pain and stress and other

uncomfortable feelings.   Stress management can help reduce these negative

states.

 

Relaxation techniques can help bring down your overall level of negative stress

and can help you manage stress when something happens to trigger it.  Helpful

practices include controlled breathing, meditation, yoga, tai chi, and any skill set

that helps align the mind and body.

 

Controlled breathing is very simple.   There are various ways to do it.  First you

want to find a quiet space, to practice.   One simple method involves breathing

along with the ticking of a clock.  If you have a small clock that ticks or a watch

where the ticking doesn’t bother you, you can use that.  Breath in four seconds

(through nose if you can), hold four seconds, breath out four seconds (through

mouth), wait four seconds, then repeat. Continue this cycle for as long as you

want. 

 

This is a good foundation for meditating.   You focus on the breath.   Thoughts

will come up, some days more than others. The main thing is to take time to get

quiet and centered and to feel calmer.   This type of practice can reduce your

overall stress and help you get back to a centered place, and it can help your

family member to do so, as well.

 

When you are engaged in one of these activities, whether controlled breathing,

meditation, yoga, tai chi, or even housework where you are in a meditative state

of mind (focus on task at hand, allow thoughts and feelings to come up, notice

them, and stay focused on task), your attention is in the moment.  Even though

worried thoughts or anxiety might come up, you focus on what you are doing

and release those thoughts and feelings.

 

Twelve-step programs often focus on “one day at a time.”   This is really all that

any of us can do, while also setting short and long-term goals and working

towards them.   A resistance to being in the present moment may be due to

current discomfort as well as painful things that have been experienced in the

past.   Anxiety can create an obstacle.   Staying in the moment, practicing

relaxation techniques, helps the body get back to a healthier equilibrium.
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Substance use is associated with certain activities and stimuli that have thrown

your family member off balance in the past.   Developing skills in stress

management and practicing relaxation exercises will help your them resist the

impulses and urges to use substances. Learning strategies for regaining balance

can help prevent giving in to those impulses.   This strengthens sobriety and,

though relapse is common in recovery, these skills may help prevent relapse.



PURPOSE &
FULFILLMENT
The Purpose and Fulfillment domain of PLSAR consists of

assessments for Self-Esteem, Overcoming Setbacks, Sense of

Choice, and Sense of Purpose.   An elevated score in any of

these four areas represents vulnerability for relapse in

connection with that area.  

A common thread running through the Purpose and

Fulfillment domain is one’s sense of self-worth and how this

influences one’s sense of empowerment and self-efficacy.  

These four areas share an emphasis on increasing confidence

towards a goal of feeling a stronger sense of self and the ability

take satisfying action, create change, and find meaning.



SELF-ESTEEM

 

 

THE ROLE OF SELF-

ESTEEM IN ADDICTION 

The experience of having low self-esteem can

challenge sobriety.   A person with low self-

esteem who is struggling with addiction is more

likely to turn to others who use substances as

support, may be less vigilant about self-

improvement, and may believe they are

incapable of maintaining sobriety.

 

Although self-esteem can be strengthened

throughout one’s life, the basis for one’s self-

esteem is significantly influenced by experiences

in childhood and adolescence.   There are many

factors that can affect self-esteem. 

Individuals in the elevated

range on this index are

likely to have difficulty

with self-image.  These

individuals tend to be

highly self-critical and

magnify what they

perceive as their negative

attributes.  How one feels

about oneself affects

behavior and feeling

poorly about oneself may

lead to decisions that

perpetuate a negative self-

image.

Low self-esteem is common in those who have a parent or parents who are emotionally

unstable, overly critical, disapproving, or preoccupied and unavailable to provide support

when the child is being bullied or has difficulty in school.  Self-esteem is also affected by

family beliefs, negative peer interactions, influences of society at large, and more severe

traumas like physical abuse.  Anything that occurs during childhood and adolescence

that causes a person to question their worth, feel less than who they are, or feel helpless

can damage self-esteem.  Interpersonal trust also can be compromised by many of these

factors as well.
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HERE ARE SOME WAYS YOU CAN HELP SUPPORT YOUR

FAMILY MEMBER’S SELF-ESTEEM.

Become more self-aware.   Your family member will need to become more

aware of their thoughts and feelings and ideally will seek professional support

during this process.   Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), combined with mind-

body relaxation techniques, provide powerful tools to prevent relapse. In

additional, CBT can help your family member become aware of their thoughts

and feelings, which can contribute to making different behavioral choices.

 

To have more insight into your family member, and for your own benefit, work

on becoming more aware of your own thoughts and feelings. When we are able

to identify our thoughts and feelings, which are both precursors to behavior, we

can make more deliberate choices in how to respond to them.   Increased self-

awareness will help you find new ways to interact with your family member and

will improve the quality of your interactions. 

 

One good way to begin to become more self-aware is to notice negative feelings

and negative thoughts, particularly that you have about yourself.  These tend to

go unnoticed, because we are so used to them, but they have a significant

behavioral effect.   You could start with acknowledging an uncomfortable

nagging feeling --- you feel like something isn’t quite right, but you aren’t sure

what.  Explore this feeling until you have some idea the underlying thoughts.  It

could turn out to be a worry about something else rather than negative self-talk

but noticing and exploring your feelings and thoughts will help you better

understand yourself.

 

We tend to internalize what we are told by caregivers and other authority figures

during childhood and adolescence.   If you were given negative messages and

have never recognized or confronted them, now is the time to work on

changing what you tell yourself.

 

If you find yourself engaging in negative self-talk, counteract this with

something more positive.  For example, if you make a mistake and find yourself

saying something like, “I’m so stupid.  I can never do this,” perhaps change this to

“I still haven’t mastered this, but if I am determined. I know I can eventually do

it.” 
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Try to assess your negative and positive self-talk.   How often do you engage in

each?   Does it depend on what happened that day, your level of fatigue, or

interactions with others? What factors play into how you think of yourself? Doing

this will make you more aware that thoughts and feelings can be subtle but can

still have a significant effect on your emotional state and on choices you make. 

This in turn will also provide insight into your family member by helping you

understand that they experience the same phenomena.

 If you find that this activity has made you feel bad, make a list of your strengths. 

You also could list things you have overcome in your life.   Working on this can

make you more aware of your resilience, which your ability to bounce back from

challenge.

How do you feel about yourself overall?

Are there any things that cause you to feel bad about yourself? If so, what?

Do you ever punish yourself? If so, how do you do this?

If you punish yourself, what are some things that prompt you to?

Evaluate your own level of self-esteem.   This exercise will provide insight as

well.   Maybe your self-esteem is high, maybe low, maybe somewhere in

between. 

Identifying our own thoughts, feelings, and inner states can help us have more

clarity when we are thinking about others.   You might consider writing about

this, because that way you have a record for yourself and can keep track of your

thoughts and feelings. Here are some questions you might ask yourself:

While you are contemplating your own self-esteem, remember that substance

abuse is an attempt to feel better, whether it is meant to reduce emotional or

physical pain, to temporarily erase memories or shame, or to feel “good” through

substance-induced euphoria.
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If you feel that your self-esteem is low, allow yourself to investigate reasons for

this.

What experiences when you were younger might have caused you to feel

badly about yourself?

If there are a lot of experiences, you might think about making categories and

listing experiences within each category.

When you are feeling especially bad about yourself, what are some things you

do to feel better?

Keep this in mind as you explore your self-esteem. This may be an

uncomfortable process, but it can help you experience some empathy for your

family member if you have felt shut off in that regard.

 

 

The purpose of this exercise is not to make you feel worse by remembering

unpleasant experiences in the past, but to take you through a reflective process

to help you build more understanding of your family member.  It also helps you

reflect on your own coping skills.  When you walk through this process, it should

be easier to imagine your family member’s state of mind and understand their

decision-making process.

Think about your family member’s behavior and indications of low self-
esteem. Think about some of the things your family member does that indicate

low self-esteem, other than substance abuse.  

This might include other types of self-harming behavior, negative self-talk, and

even boasting and bravado.   This last type of behavior is not an indication of

confidence but of very low self-worth.  Bullying, making fun of people, not being

satisfied with one’s own or others’ achievements, jealousy, being critical of self or

others, and a strong reaction to a sense of failure all indicate low self-worth.

 
Now think of things your family member does that seem healthy and
indicate at least some level of self-esteem.  If you list these, it may give you a

better idea of how to support their self-esteem.   You may be able to identify

specific areas of strength and weakness as you focus your attention on both.

Encourage your family member.   Unless they bring up the issue of self-

esteem, it is probably better not to address it directly.   This is just another area

where a person could feel shame: “Well, here’s another thing I’ve screwed up. I

have low self-esteem.”  Or, they might think it is just a bogus concept.



S
E
L
F

-
E
S
T
E
E
M

You could express encouraging words to your family member when they have

done something that you admire or think they may feel good about.  You don’t

need to strain yourself to do this; make sure that you are being natural and

genuine.   Remember, though, that there are simple ways we can boost each

other, and one of those is by paying attention and giving encouragement.  

On the other hand, it may be a good idea to avoid trying to reframe events that

they feel bad about.  Sometimes it is better just to recognize and acknowledge

that they feel bad.  

Also, encouragement can be quiet.   It is not always about saying something

verbally.  Sometimes it is just about being present and accepting.

Build trust with your family member.  Positive feedback and encouragement

from you will mean more to your family member if they trust you.  Reflect on the

level of trust between the two of you.  

When you are more self-aware, you can have greater clarity about your

intentions when you are interacting with your family member.  When you know

your intentions, you will be more honest with them.  

Be sure to follow through with what you say you are going to do.   This goes for

both positive actions that your family member is expecting you to do, and

actions aimed at not rewarding or enabling certain behaviors.   For example, if

you tell your family member you will not do something that they might want

you to do (e.g. giving them money because you are worried they might use it for

drugs), be sure to follow through by not doing it. 

Make sure your word is solid and that you stand behind it.  They may not always

like your decisions, but this is trustworthy behavior.   You have let them know

your limit, and you are not compromising on it.

"You are not your mistakes; they are what you did, not

who you are."

-Lisa Lieberman-Wang
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Be emotionally sincere and set firm boundaries.  Boundaries define what we will

and will not allow, around us.  They help protect our dignity and our emotional

and physical safety.  

Doing something for a healthy, capable adult because they are unwilling to do it

for themselves is an example of weak boundaries. If our boundaries are weak,

we are more likely to enable family members who are engaging in substance

abuse or irresponsible behaviors, by taking responsibility for them.   Weak

boundaries also are associated with all kinds of abuse.  

Define what you are willing to accept -- define your boundaries -- and stand by

them.

 

Create a safe space for your family member.  This goes along with trust and

boundaries.   This is not just about a physically safe place, but your family

member needs to be able to feel emotionally safe as well.   Healthy boundaries

can help create an emotionally safe space.  

Exposure to weak interpersonal boundaries can go along with childhood

trauma and can be one reason a person develops a problem with substance

abuse in the first place.

 

Listen actively and communicate assertively.  Active listening involves paying

close attention to what someone is saying while maintaining a calm demeanor

and withholding judgment.   Every so often you repeat back what you have

understood them to say.   Notice nonverbal indicators as well, if you are

communicating in-person.  When you are listening actively you are fully present

for your family member.

Assertive communication involves saying what you think, feel, want, or need in a

respectful and calm manner.   There are times when you may have to be very

firm, and for some people this is not comfortable, but most of the time it is just

communicating with honesty and confidence.  

You might not always get the desired result when you are assertive, but you are

standing up for your own interests, or for someone else’s.
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Engage in self-care and encourage your family member to, as well.   

Healthy eating habits, sleep, exercise, and doing enjoyable things are all part of

basic self-care.   Encourage your family member to eat regularly and to eat a

good balance of healthy food.   Not all food has to be healthy, but more of it

should be than not.

 

Sleep recommendations for adults tend to be between 6 and 8 hours.   Help

your family member have a sleeping area that is conducive to falling and staying

asleep, as much as possible.  You could talk with them about what they need to

have a comfortable bedroom and make simple changes, as needed.

 

Exercise can be fun, and it can be anything physical.  Even chores provide a little

exercise.  A routine might be helpful, maybe going for walks if that is possible.  If

a routine is difficult, still encourage your family member to be physically active.  

Physical activity releases endorphins in the brain and this brings a greater sense

of well-being.   If it is not possible to get outdoors, find some ways to be active

inside. 

 

Support your family member in doing enjoyable things.   Self-care isn’t just the

basics of eating, sleeping, and exercise, but also about enjoying your life.  If there

are activities they used to love to do and haven’t done in a long time, maybe

returning to a favorite activity could feel fulfilling.  Finding new fun things to do

could be great, too.  For some people this might be difficult because they have

never felt like they could just have fun.   But there is a whole world out there of

experiences that are pleasant and substance free.
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Practice stress management and encourage your family member to, as
well.     Learning stress management skills and relaxation techniques is a very

powerful component of self-care.   This requires some degree of discipline and

commitment, but so do other aspects of self-care.

 

Substance use is an attempt to reduce pain, anxiety, negative stress and other

uncomfortable feelings.   Stress management can help reduce these negative

states.

 

Relaxation techniques can help decrease your overall level of negative stress and

can help you manage stress when something happens to trigger it.   Helpful

practices include controlled breathing, meditation, yoga, tai chi, and any skill set

that helps align the mind and body.

 

When you are engaged in one of these activities, or even doing housework when

you are in a meditative state of mind (focus on task at hand, allow thoughts and

feelings to come up, notice them, and stay focused on task), your attention is in

the moment.   Even though worried thoughts or anxiety might come up, you

focus on what you are doing and release those thoughts and feelings. Staying in

the moment and practicing relaxation techniques help the body and mind get

back to a healthier equilibrium.

 

As your family member develops skills in stress management and practices

relaxation training, they may experience less of an urge to use substances.  Using

strategies and techniques for regaining balance from uncomfortable thoughts,

feelings, and physical sensations can help your family member manage their

impulses, prevent relapse, and make healthier choices. This in turn can improve

their self-esteem.

Support your family member’s confidence.    Confidence comes from feeling

successful.   In terms of sobriety, confidence is built on staying sober and helps

one stay sober.  

It is important to give encouragement and support.  Focus on what your family

member is doing well and not on relapse.  Encourage them to let pressures roll

off their back.   This may be difficult, because sometimes people not only feel

pressure from what is going on around them, but they may also feel a lot of

internal pressure.   Help them understand that you know they are doing their

best and provide support by affirming that they are doing well.
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Focus on resilience.  Resilience is a trait that is developed through overcoming

adversity.   You and your family member have resilience.   You have made it

through some challenging experiences.  

Relapse is a common occurrence in the process of recovery, but if this is framed

as a growth opportunity, resilience can be promoted.  This adaptability supports

good self-esteem.



RESILIENCE

 

 

MANAGING RELAPSE

Forty to sixty percent of people in recovery relapse.   For individuals who are extremely hard on

themselves or who punish themselves excessively for mistakes, maintaining sobriety can be even more

challenging.   The inability to allow for mistakes increases the likelihood that a person may feel

completely overwhelmed when mistakes happen or may even give up and stop trying.

Some substances are more addictive and have higher relapse rates than others.   Opioids cause

changes in the brain that are responsible for intense withdrawal symptoms.   These changes are not

easily reversible.   Consequently, opioids, including heroin, have the highest relapse rate, followed by

alcohol. 

Underlying problems that have not been addressed, like the effects of childhood trauma, increase the

risk of relapse from any substance. Some things are very painful and can be difficult to address, so this

is not a quick or easy fix.

Individuals who score in the elevated range on this index struggle

substantially with relapses, which they may perceive as failures. 

Unfortunately, part of the journey to sobriety for many people is experiencing

relapses and setbacks. That is the nature of recovery from substance abuse

and addiction.
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HERE ARE SOME STRATEGIES TO SUPPORT YOUR FAMILY

MEMBER IN OVERCOMING SETBACKS.

Encourage your family member to talk about their worries, stressors, and
daily challenges.   EEveryone needs social support and people to talk with.   If

you feel comfortable doing so, encourage your family member to talk with you

about their concerns, as needed.   If their problems seem beyond your comfort

level, encourage them reach out to others with more training or experience,

such as a counselor, psychologist, or support group.   Some of the thoughts,

feelings, and experiences that your family member needs to share may need

additional support, especially if it involves trauma.

 
Practice active listening.  Listening actively involves really paying attention.  It

is one of the ways you can be there for your family member.   To do this, you

listen calmly without judging, putting your full attention on what your family

member is communicating.  Occasionally you can restate what you understand

them to be saying in different words.  

This is a respectful way to listen.  Paired with assertive communication, you can

both understand and convey information more effectively.

Cognitive behavioral therapy and relaxation training are especially effective and

important interventions for those recovering from addiction.   Cognitive therapy

can help a person understand the connection between thoughts, feelings, and

behaviors, and develop new strategies for coping with challenges.   Relaxation

training involves learning a skill set that can help a person get back to their

center when they are feeling anxious or depressed and are wanting to use

substances.   Learning simple skills can make a significant difference in a

person’s recovery.

When you are encouraging your family member to engage in practices that are

healthy and can prevent relapse, remember that encouragement is not always

verbal.     Encouragement can also mean “holding space” for a person, which

means that you are simply present for them, unconditionally, with no

expectations, as a safe haven.  You can model healthy behaviors by engaging in

them yourself, and that can make a difference, too.
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better not to be consumed with worry all the time.   It may take you awhile to

notice changes in behavior or you may already be a “pro” at noticing when

things aren’t quite as they should be.   Sometimes you may even feel this as a

nagging feeling in your gut.

The emotional phase of relapse occurs first and may be evident if you family

member seems to be moody (for example, acting anxious, irritable, defensive, or

intolerant or is having mood swings).  Other indicators include withdrawing and

spending a lot of time alone and not taking care of themselves (for example,

poor eating and sleeping patterns and not asking for help when needed).

Assertive communication also involves being calm.  You say what you think

or feel, ask for what you want or need, and set limits as needed.  Being assertive

comes from a place of self-respect as well as respect for the person you are

communicating with.   When you are assertive with your family member, not

only are you communicating, you are modeling that behavior for them.  

When a person’s self-concept is low, they are less likely to be assertive.   Three

dysfunctional ways of communicating are passive, aggressive, and passive

aggressive.  In passive communication, one is holding back.  Maybe in the past a

person has not felt safe being open, direct, and honest, and they have learned to

stay silent instead of risking an uncomfortable conversation or aggression by the

other person.  Aggressive communication involves bullying, mockery, and other

disrespectful and unkind behaviors.   This can be so habitual in some

relationships that it goes unnoticed. even though it is quite blatant.

Passive-aggressive behavior appears to be passive but is, in fact, an indirect way

of expressing anger.   The person may not even realize that they are angry and

may deny It if confronted.   Passive-aggressive behavior is indirect and is often

considered to be manipulative. The person does not communicate their

thoughts and feelings directly; but rather in a way that fulfills their emotional

need in a less healthy way. Examples of passive aggressive behaviors include

guilt-tripping, procrastinating, blaming, playing the victim, feigning compliance

but then forgetting, sarcasm, and making excuses.  

Try to think of examples of each of these types of communication styles among

your family and friends, and in your workplace. Try to be assertive as often as

possible.   When you are, you are displaying honesty and confidence. This is

healthy for your family member to see and hear and, even if sometimes you

have to be firmer than you like, it can help you feel better too.
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There may be old patterns of ineffective communication recurring among family

members.   Because behavior does not occur in isolation, notice what is

happening interpersonally.  See if there is anything you can do to ease what your

family member is experiencing, to help get them back to basic self-care and

engaging with others. 

Self-care involves attending to one’s basic physical and emotional needs,

through eating well, sleeping enough, getting some exercise, and doing things

that are enjoyable.   Something may have triggered your family member, and it

may be hard for them to attend to these basic needs until they can release the

negative energy or feel they have resolved the trigger.

During the mental phase, your family member is struggling with whether or not

to use substances.   They are thinking about substance use, may be craving it,

and could be being nostalgic about when and where they have used.   They

might be deceptive as they begin to look for a chance to use substances.   The

emotional stage may begin long before the mental phase, but if there is a

sudden trigger, these could be closer in time.  This involves more active thinking

about substance use than the emotional phase.

If your family member begins to use again, even the first time, this is physical

relapse.  How much they use is not as significant as the fact that they are doing

it at all.   It may be really challenging but it is important to stay nonjudgmental

during this time, as always.  However, if the substance your family member uses

has very severe physical health consequences (e.g. heroin and other opioids), you

are going to want to be attentive and do what you can in an especially timely

manner, to help your family member access the support they need.

Identifying the emotional, mental, and physical phases of relapse may be harder

to do when it is happening.  There is such a synergy between feelings, thoughts,

and behavior that it can be hard to tease them apart.  it is especially important

for you to be aware of your thoughts and feelings when relapse is a possibility. 

Behavior can be a reflexive response to a thought or feeling that is under the

surface, below awareness, so becoming more aware of your thoughts and

feelings gives you more choices over your behavior.    When you notice your

thoughts and feelings, they become less powerful in terms of how they affect

you.   This is also why cognitive behavioral therapy can be so helpful in

addressing addiction.   It helps get to the root of behaviors, through examining

thoughts and feelings and giving you the opportunity to change them.

Encourage your family member to engage in self-care.   Healthy eating

habits, sleep, exercise, and doing enjoyable things are all part of basic self-care. 

Encourage your family member to eat often enough, and to eat a good balance

of healthy food.  Not all food has to be healthy, but most of it should be.
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Sleep recommendations for adults tend to be between 6 and 8 hours.   Help

your family member have a sleeping area that is as conducive as possible to

falling and staying asleep.   You could talk with them about what they need to

have a comfortable bedroom and make simple changes, as needed.

Exercise can be fun, and it can be anything physical.  Even chores provide a little

exercise.  A routine might be helpful, maybe going for walks if that is possible.  If

an exercise routine is difficult to establish, encourage your family member to be

physically active.     Physical activity releases endorphins in the brain and this

brings a greater sense of well-being.  Exercise can even counteract depression.  If

it is not possible to get outdoors, find some ways to be active inside.  

Support your family member in doing enjoyable things.   Self-care isn’t just the

basics of eating, sleeping, and exercise, but also about enjoying your life.  If there

are activities they used to love to do and haven’t done in a long time, maybe

returning to an old favorite activity could feel fulfilling.   Finding new fun things

to do could be great, too.  For some people this might be difficult because they

have never felt like they could relax and just have fun.   But there is a whole

world of experiences out there that are pleasant and substance free.

Practice stress management and encourage your family member to, as
well.   Learning stress management skills and practicing relaxation techniques

are very powerful components of self-care.   This requires some degree of

discipline and commitment, but so do other aspects of self-care.  Substance use

is an attempt to reduce pain, anxiety, negative stress and other uncomfortable

feelings.  Stress management can help reduce these negative states.  Relaxation

techniques can help bring down your overall level of negative stress and can

help you manage stress when something happens to trigger it.   Helpful

practices include controlled breathing, meditation, yoga, tai chi, and any skill set

that helps align the mind and body.
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Controlled breathing is very simple.   There are various ways to do it.   First you

want to find a quiet space, to practice.   One simple method involves breathing

along with the ticking of a clock.  If you have a small clock that ticks or a watch

where the ticking doesn’t bother you, you can use that.  Breath in four seconds

(through nose if you can), hold four seconds, breath out four seconds (through

mouth), wait four seconds, then repeat. Continue this cycle as long as you want.  

This is a good foundation for meditating.   You focus on the breath.   Thoughts

will come up, some days more than others. The main thing is to take time to get

quiet and centered and to feel calmer.   This type of practice can reduce your

overall stress and help you get back to a centered place, and it can help your

family member to do so, as well.

When you are engaged in one of these activities, whether controlled breathing,

meditation, yoga, tai chi, or even housework done when you are in a meditative

state of mind (focus on task at hand, allow thoughts and feelings to come up,

notice them, and stay focused on task), your attention is in the moment.   Even

though worried thoughts or anxiety might come up, you focus on what you are

doing and release those thoughts and feelings. 

Twelve-step programs often focus on “one day at a time.”   This is really all that

any of us can do, while also setting short and long-term goals and working

towards them.   Current physical discomfort as well as painful past experiences

can cause resistance to being in the present moment.   Anxiety can also create

an obstacle.   Staying in the moment and practicing relaxation techniques help

the body and mind get back to a healthier equilibrium. 

As your family member develops skills in stress management and practices

relaxation training, they may experience less of an urge to use substances. 

When they have strategies and techniques for regaining balance from

uncomfortable thoughts, feelings, and physical sensations, this can help prevent

giving in to impulses.

"Job one is get out of that cave. A lot of people do get

out but don't change. So the thing is to get out and

recognize the significance of that aggressive denial of

your fate, come through the crucible forged into a

stronger metal."

-Robert Downey Jr.
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Support your family member’s confidence.   Confidence comes from feeling

successful.   In terms of sobriety, confidence is built on staying sober and

returning to sobriety.  Confidence also helps one stay sober.  

Always focus on what your family member is doing well, and not on relapse. 

Encourage them to let pressures roll off their back.   This may be difficult,

because sometimes people not only feel pressure from what is around them,

they also may feel a lot of internal pressure.   Help them understand that you

know they are doing their best and affirm to them that they are doing well

when you see them succeed.  Give encouragement and support.

 

Focus on resilience.  Resilience is a trait that is developed through overcoming

adversity.   You and your family member have resilience.   You have made it

through some challenging experiences.  Relapse is a common occurrence in the

process of recovery, but if this is framed as a growth opportunity, resilience can

be promoted.  

Falling down sometimes helps build character.  Difficult experiences, including a

sense of having made mistakes, contribute to humility.   Support your family

member in perceiving past challenges as a source of strength and wisdom.



CHOICE
 

 

FEELING IN CONTROL

Addiction is a complicated psychological and physical condition. There are different

kinds of addictions (e.g., nicotine, alcohol, prescription drugs, illegal drugs, food, sugar,

caffeine); therefore, it is difficult, if not impossible, to determine a precise cause for

addiction.

A discussion of addiction would not be complete if we did not address the issue of

personal responsibility.  A person displays personal responsibility when they take

responsibility for their words, actions, and outcomes instead of expecting others to do it. 

 When things do not go well, they recognize the part they played in the outcome instead

of blaming others.  Taking personal responsibility is related to feeling in control or out of

control.  People struggling with addiction often feel out of control. 

An elevated score on the Choice scale indicates that the respondent feels

that they lack control over their life.  Anxiety, life circumstances, and

substance use are a few of the things that might feel outside of their

control or cause them to feel that their control is compromised.  These

individuals often feel “stuck” and do not recognize their ability to make

positive changes in their lives.  
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There are many factors that can contribute to feeling a lack of control.  These

include a history of trauma, mental health issues, exposure to

narcissistic/abusive individuals, and other circumstances that challenge one’s

ability to feel that they can make autonomous, healthy decisions.  Some of these

factors are rooted in childhood.

Children do not have control over the circumstances that surround them during

childhood.  It makes sense that a person who experienced traumatic

circumstances or significant family dysfunction during childhood may grow up

believing that what they say or do makes no difference.  Imagine that, during

adolescence or later in life, they might use a substance to try to numb the

emotional pain associated with those uncontrollable circumstances.  The

original traumatic events and circumstances were beyond control; a substance

has been used to manage emotional pain resulting from the trauma; the

traumas have not been adequately addressed and it could be painful and

disruptive to address them.  A negative cycle can begin and may be difficult to

change 

Additionally, while a person is becoming sober, the effects of substances on the

brain make it harder to make choices that do not involve the substance. 

 Biologically, the choice to use the substance is reinforced because of the good

feeling (the reward) that the substance has induced. Substance use reduces the

emotional pain temporarily and causes the good feeling (because of changes in

brain chemistry), providing relief from mental and emotional distress.  However,

as the person’s substance use continues, they are more likely to turn to the

substance to bring mental and emotional relief.  Although it seems to the

person struggling with addiction that they are controlling their pain, they are

actually increasing it because they are no longer in control of their substance

use.

Locus of control refers to the extent to which a person believes that they have

control over the experiences and situations in their life that lead either to

success or failure. A person with an external locus of control attributes success

and failure to luck or fate and may be less motivated to learn and to try new

things.  They are more likely to feel anxious and helpless.  A person with an

internal locus of control feels confident in their ability to succeed because they

believe that they are responsible for their successes and failures. They are

motivated to learn and to try new things and see failure as an opportunity to

learn and grow. 
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HERE ARE SOME SUGGESTIONS FOR SUPPORTING YOUR

FAMILY MEMBER TO FEEL THAT THEY HAVE MORE CONTROL

IN THEIR LIFE.

Do you believe that your ability to succeed lies within or outside of yourself?  

If you think that you usually succeed or fail because of your choices and your

efforts, describe some instances in which that was true. What are examples of

times when that was not true?

Think about your own locus of control.  Consider writing about this.  Writing

can help clarify your thoughts and will provide a record that you can refer to

later if needed. 

Research had taught us that having an internal locus of control increases the

likelihood that a person will achieve their goals.   If your family member has

come to believe that they cannot make changes because their condition is

outside their control, achieving sobriety will be more difficult.  With your help,

your family member may realize that changes in their thoughts and beliefs will

have a greater influence on their chances of success than outside influences.  

Whether your family member has an internal or external locus of control, it may

be helpful to encourage them to place themselves in the middle, relying on

their own inner resources (e.g., strengthening their skills and learning new ones,

reevaluating and prioritizing goals and plans) as well as asking for outside help

(e.g., support group, therapy, family support).  Self-confidence, self-discipline,

and self-reliance, along with outside help creates a winning combination that

increases the likelihood that your family member achieves and maintains

sobriety.

Your family member can benefit from learning to become more aware of their

thoughts and feelings, as well as triggers for substance use, and from learning

and practicing stress management and relaxation skills.  It will benefit you to

engage in these processes too and doing so may help you understand your

family member better.
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If you think that you usually succeed or fail because of luck or fate, describe

some instances in which that was true.  What are some examples of times

when that was not true?

Are there current situations in which you feel that you do not have control? 

 What are those situation?  Is there anything you can do to change the

situation? If not, how will you handle the situation?

What could you do, if anything, to regain control in the areas where you feel it

is lacking?

Think about some things where you feel that you DO have some control. 

 Describe those situations? If you do have control and changes need to be

make, what kinds of changes will you make?

What are some differences in areas where you feel a sense of control and

areas where you do not?

There are situations over which we have no control: Some things happen

whether we want them to or not, and there is nothing we could have done to

prevent them.  Even in terms of our thoughts and feelings, we do not have

complete control.  However, awareness of our thoughts and feelings can give us

a wider range of choices as to how we will respond, and we can control where

we put our attention.  

Developing skills in self-awareness and in the ability to focus can help a person

be more conscious of their ability to choose.  We cannot always choose the way

we feel; for example, after loss we experience sadness and other uncomfortable

emotions.  But, becoming aware of our emotions and being able to identify

them empowers us to work with and through some of them, using logic and

problem-solving skills as well as self-acceptance.

Become more self-aware.  Your family member will need to become more

aware of their thoughts and feelings and; ideally, will have professional support

during the recovery process.  Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) can help your

family member become aware of their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. 

 Relaxation training teaches a powerful tool for managing anxiety.  The

combination of CBT and relaxation training provide education and support that

can contribute to success in maintaining sobriety and preventing relapse. 

To have more insight into your family member, and for your own benefit, work

on becoming more aware of your own thoughts and feelings, which are both

precursors to behavior.  When we are able to identify our thoughts and feelings,

we can make more deliberate choices.  Increased self-awareness will help you

find new ways to interact with your family member and may improve the

quality of your interactions.  
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One good way to begin to increase self-awareness is to notice negative feelings

and negative thoughts, particularly those that you have about yourself.  These

thoughts are automatic and tend to go unnoticed, because we are so used to

them, but they have a behavioral effect.  

You could start by acknowledging an uncomfortable nagging feeling, a feeling

that something isn’t quite right but you aren’t sure what.  Explore this feeling

until you identify the underlying thoughts.  Perhaps you are worried about

something else, rather than negative self-talk, but noticing and exploring your

feelings and thoughts will help you develop a better understanding of yourself. 

 Understanding yourself may help you better understand your family member

and will likely help you identify things you can do to improve the relationship.

In childhood and adolescence we tend to internalize what we are told by

caregivers and sometimes other figures of authority.  If you were given negative

messaging and have never confronted it, now is a time to actively work on

changing what you tell yourself.

If you find yourself engaging in negative self-talk, counteract this with

something more positive.  For example, if you make a mistake and find yourself

saying something like, “I’m so stupid.  I can never do this,” perhaps change this to

“I still haven’t mastered this but, if I am determined, I know I can eventually do

it.”  

Try to assess your negative and positive self-talk.  How often do you engage in

each?  Does it depend on what happened that day, your level of fatigue, or your

interactions with others?  What factors play into how you think and feel about

yourself? 

Doing this will make you more aware that thoughts and feelings can be very

subtle but still have a significant effect on your emotional state and on choices

you make.  This, in turn, will give you insight into your family member by helping

you understand that they may experience the same phenomena.

If you find that this activity has made you feel bad, make a list of your strengths

and of obstacles that you have overcome.  Doing this exercise can help you

become more aware of your resilience, which your ability to bounce back from

challenges and adversity.

This process can be valuable in developing an internal locus of control, because

negative self-talk and negative feelings towards oneself are likely to go along

with the feeling that one lacks control of their lives.  
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Support your family member’s sense of autonomy.  Although it will be

helpful to support your family member with active listening, be sure to give

them space to make their own choices.  Even if, based on past experiences, it is

difficult not to worry about your family member, remember that the only thing

you can control is your own behavior.  

While you can give support, and you might sometimes want to make

suggestions, the only way your family member is going to develop the

confidence to feel more in control is to allow them to be as independent as they

want and need to be.  

There is a difference between helping your family member with their addiction

and enabling them.  Enabling behaviors provide a cushion or buffer for the

family member that prevents them from facing the consequences of their

addictive behavior.  Loved ones are trying to help but often complicate the

problem by engaging in enabling behaviors.  

denying the extent of the problem

ignoring the substance use

minimizing the danger of the substance abuse

keeping secrets about the substance abuse

avoiding the family member to keep the peace

not expressing concerns to the family member about their substance use

assuming responsibilities for the family member (e.g., caretaking behavior) 

Here are some examples of enabling behaviors: 
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making excuses for the substance abuse by blaming it on something else

(e.g., loneliness, divorce, shyness)

bailing the family member out of trouble (e.g., paying bills, giving money,

hiring lawyers)

blaming or punishing the family member for the substance abuse

making threats but not following through

blaming someone else for the substance abuse (e.g., employer, friend, self)

trying to control the family member by placing restrictions on substance use

trying to control the family member by planning activities, finding them jobs,

choosing their friends

acknowledge the problem

learn as much as you can about addiction

seek professional help if you need it

express concerns appropriately to the family member

offer your support

encourage your family member to get help

keep communication channels open

set limits and maintain boundaries

stop making excuses

make a commitment to support and participate in your family member’s

treatment by attending family therapy and meetings 

Am I denying the extent of the problem or ignoring the substance use?

Am I trying to protect the family’s image by keeping secrets about the

substance abuse?

Am I avoiding the family member or not expressing concerns about the

addiction?

Am I assuming responsibilities for the family member by doing things for the

that they can do for themselves? If so, what responsibilities have I assumed?  

Am I making excuses for the substance abuse by blaming it on something or

someone else? If so, what or who have I blamed?

Have I done anything to bail the family member out of trouble? If so, what? 

Have I been blaming, punishing, or threatening my family member for the

substance abuse? 

Have I tried to control the family member? If so, how?  

You and other loved ones can help by providing support and encouragement in

the following ways:

Try to be conscious of your own behavior that might enable your family member

to continue in substance use.  You might ask yourself the following questions:
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Sometimes it is difficult not to enable, because otherwise there is chaos.  For

example, if your family member leaves their dirty clothes all over the house and

refuses to pick them up, you might do it so the house feels neater.  If you or

someone else does not do this, the dirty clothes will be all around the house;

however, this is still enabling behavior.  Another example is buying wine for your

family member who struggles with alcohol abuse, because they want it.  It may

feel easier to buy the wine for them than to face cold silence or insulting

behavior, but this action is enabling their alcohol abuse.

When you set limits with what you are willing to do, you also are supporting your

family member’s autonomy.

 

Engage in self-care and encourage your family member to, as well.  Healthy

eating habits, sleep, exercise, and doing enjoyable things are all part of basic

self-care.  Encourage your family member to eat often enough, and to eat a

good balance of healthy food.  Not all food has to be healthy, but more of it

should be than not.

Sleep recommendations for adults tend to be between 6 and 8 hours.  Help

your family member have a sleeping area that is conducive to falling and staying

asleep, as much as possible.  You could talk with them about what they need in

order to have a comfortable bedroom and make simple changes, as needed.
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Practice stress management and encourage your family member to, as
well.   Learning stress management skills and relaxation techniques is a very

powerful component of self-care.  This requires some degree of discipline and

commitment, but so do other aspects of self-care.

Substance use is an attempt to reduce pain, anxiety, negative stress and other

uncomfortable feelings.  Stress management can help reduce these negative

states.

Practicing relaxation techniques can decrease your overall stress level as well as

preparing you to manage stressful situations.  Learning relaxation skills, such as

controlled breathing, meditation, yoga, and tai chi, help align the mind and

body.

Exercise can be fun, and it can be anything physical.  Even chores provide a little

exercise.  A routine might be helpful, maybe going for walks if that is possible.  If

a routine is difficult, still encourage your family member to be physically active. 

 Physical activity releases endorphins in the brain and this brings a greater sense

of well-being.   If it is not possible to get outdoors, find some ways to be active

inside.

Support your family member in doing enjoyable things.   Self-care isn’t just the

basics of eating, sleeping, and exercise, but also about enjoying your life.  If there

are activities they used to love to do and haven’t done in a long time, maybe

returning to an old favorite activity could feel fulfilling.   Finding new fun things

to do could be great, too.  For some people this might be difficult because they

have never felt like they could just have fun.   But there is a whole world out

there of experiences that are pleasant and substance free.

“I just started going [to treatment]. And I

think it’s changed my life. I’m much more

comfortable in my own skin. Things are so

much easier now.”

-Zac Efron
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When you are engaged in one of these activities, your attention is on the

moment.  Even doing household chores can provide the opportunity to be in a

meditative state as you focus on task at hand, allow thoughts and feelings to

come up, notice them, and stay focused on task.  Sometimes worried thoughts

and anxious feelings might come up, but if you focus on what you are doing and

intentionally release those thoughts and feelings, you will feel much better  

Activities that align the mind and body involve focus. With practice, we can

control where we put our attention. Staying in the moment and practicing

relaxation techniques help the body and mind return to a state of equilibrium. 

 So, even when things happen that we cannot control, we can better control

how we respond to them.

As you and your family member develop stress management skills and practice

relaxation training, your overall anxiety decreases.  When your family member

has learned strategies and techniques for managing uncomfortable thoughts,

feelings, and physical sensations, they are less likely to have the urge to use

substances.  If they do experience craving for a substance, they are less likely to

give into the impulses and are more likely to make healthy choices. because

they have learned effective strategies for redirecting their focus and managing

their mood.  

Support your family member’s efforts to develop self-confidence.   A feeling

of confidence comes from experiencing success.  For a person struggling with

addiction, confidence is built on establishing and maintaining sobriety.  As your

family member continues with their sobriety, this increases their self-confidence.  

The negative self-confidence loop of addiction --- substance use, abuse, and

dependence leading to lower self-confidence, which lead to more substance

abuse --- is replaced by a positive feedback loop --- establishing and

maintaining sobriety, overcoming obstacles, leading to increased self-

confidence, which helps one to stay sober.

Building confidence can help a person develop an internal locus of control. 

 Even though recovery from addiction may be the ultimate goal, developing

confidence in any area will help your family member feel like they have more

control in their life.  

Focus on what your family member is doing well, and not on relapse.  Give them

encouragement and support by validating the efforts they are making toward

recovery and acknowledging their progress.



PURPOSE

 

 

THE IMPORTANCE OF

FEELING A SENSE OF

PURPOSE

Having a sense of purpose often goes hand in

hand with feelings of mastery, control, and

empowerment.  Feelings of apathy, boredom,

negativity, and emptiness often accompany lack

of purpose in life and can contribute to

substance abuse and other mental health

challenges.

An elevated score on the

Purpose scale indicates lack

of direction or strong

purpose in life.  Individuals

with a higher score may not

plan far ahead, do not believe

they can make a positive

impact on the world, or do

not recognize themselves as

an agent for change.  

When a person is uncertain of their purpose in life or whether they even have a purpose, they

are likely to feel isolated and disconnected from others.  This state of negativity is often

compounded by feelings of low self-worth, which can fuel an even stronger sense of

uncertainty.  Low self-worth and being uncertain why one exists are significant risk factors for

substance abuse and other forms of self-harm.
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Adverse childhood experiences.  There is a substantial body of research

that provides evidence that adverse childhood experiences, especially

physical or sexual abuse, neglect, inadequate parental care, and mental and

emotional abuse, negatively affect a child’s developing brain and are risk

factors for a number of negative outcomes in adulthood, including addiction,

mental illness, homelessness.  Those suffering these negative outcomes

struggle with a lack of purpose in their lives.  

Traumatic events. Whether experienced during childhood, adolescence, or

adulthood, physical and psychological trauma creates feelings of

powerlessness and can rob a person, at least temporarily, of a sense of

meaning and purpose. It is essential for trauma survivors to identify the

traumas, whether recent or in the distant past, that have changed the way

they see the world and their place in it.

Bereavement. The loss of a loved one, whether unexpected or the result of

long-term illness, can change survivors’ lives and may create the feeling that

life no longer has purpose and meaning. Working through the grief process

allows the person to not only grieve the loss, but also create a new image of

themselves so that they can move forward with their lives.

Lack of meaningful activity.  Human beings, like all mammals, are social

creatures.  It is essential for humans to feel that they are connecting with

others in meaningful ways and are in some way, big or small, making the

world a better place.  Volunteering, parenting, community projects,

employment, and engaging in creative endeavors give meaning to our lives. 

 Without meaningful activities, a person lacks a sense of purpose, which may

result in depression and substance use.

Without a sense of purpose, a person is more vulnerable to depression and is

likely to respond to negative events by feelings helpless.  Drugs and alcohol can

seem like an easy way of escaping the negative feelings and problems that are

caused by a lack of purpose. Ironically, when a person develops an addiction, the

lack of purpose in life that they felt before is replaced by the need to satisfy the

addiction, which can become the addict’s purpose in life.

By contrast, a person with a strong sense of purpose is more resilient, meaning

that they are more able to overcome obstacles and recover more quickly from

setbacks.  They tend to have higher self-esteem and to feel in control of their

lives.  Everyone has a bad day, but the person with a sense of purpose does not

wake up in the morning thinking that there is no reason to get out of bed.   

There are many factors that may contribute to a lack of purpose:
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HERE ARE SOME WAYS TO SUPPORT YOUR FAMILY MEMBER

IN REALIZING THEIR SENSE OF PURPOSE.

Unemployment. Being employed or engaging in another kind of regular

activity provides structure and creates meaning in our lives. Working can also

help us feel connected to peers and colleagues by providing the opportunity

for us to interact with them on a regular basis.  

Challenging social circumstances. The quality of our relationships --- our

connection to others --- is closely related to the meaning and purpose of our

lives.  Negative relationships with friends and family, social isolation or

exclusion, loneliness, and lack of a supportive community create challenging

social circumstances that may make us feel depressed and anxious and that

our lives have no meaning.

Feeling powerless.   A persistent feeling of disempowerment can lead to the

overall feeling that our lives are meaningless.  Feelings of helplessness and

powerlessness can be caused by traumatic events, poverty and other

socioeconomic factors, mental and/or physical disability, obstacles that

prevent us from succeeding, learning difficulties, and difficulty in managing

our lives independently.

Sudden drastic change.  Although we tend to think of life as predictable,

most area in our lives are actually out of our control.  Whether it is the ending

of an important relationship, an accident, an economic setback, or any of a

host of other unpredictable events, sudden drastic change is likely to change

the way we see the world and our place in it.  If a person experiences the

change as intense, even traumatic, it may challenge their sense of meaning

and purpose in life.
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HERE ARE SOME WAYS TO SUPPORT YOUR FAMILY MEMBER

IN REALIZING THEIR SENSE OF PURPOSE.

Who am I?

Where do I come from?

Where am I going?

Think about your own sense of purpose.  Have you ever thought about this? 

 Can you easily define your sense of purpose?  Give this a try.  You might know it

right off the bat, you might think you know it but feel uncertain, or you may feel

that you have no idea.

Three questions you can use to frame this larger question are:

None of these are short answer questions.  As you answer them, you will

probably see some common threads emerge.  Consider writing about this,

because it will give you material to work with and that you can build on as you

think about it.  

If you have never considered your sense of purpose, it may also give you

something to draw on when you need strength during challenging times. 

 “Why am I here?” is a big existential question.  It is a question we might not

think about until something happens that causes major change in our lives. 

 Because we are social creatures, part of this “why” is inevitably about

relationships and our environment.  If you think about substance abuse as partly

an artifact of relationships and environment -- meaning that early relationships

and environmental factors have contributed – you can see how a weak or

unarticulated sense of purpose can be connected to a low sense of self-worth.  

Support your family member in developing and strengthening their sense of

purpose.  This is not a simple process but is crucial to their recovery.  They may

have to retrieve pieces of their self that have been hurt, broken, or lost, and

figure out how to reassemble them.  However, this process is creative and

empowering and makes them stronger.  As a survivor of addiction and other

challenging circumstances, they have a lot to contribute to the world.  
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HERE ARE SOME WAYS TO SUPPORT YOUR FAMILY MEMBER

IN REALIZING THEIR SENSE OF PURPOSE.

What are some of your strengths?

How did you come about these strengths?

If you have articulated a sense of purpose for yourself, how do some of your

strengths support it?

Who are the most important people in your life? 

Do your relationships with them help give you a sense of purpose?

Who are their closest relationships with? 

Are you able to see how some of their relationships might contribute to a

sense of purpose?

Are you able to see how any of their relationships might undermine a sense of

purpose?

Recognize your personal strengths.  

Now identify some of your family member’s personal strengths.  You might

notice strengths that your family member is unaware of.  When you begin to

notice their strengths, it gives you something specific to appreciate and to

mention to them as you are providing encouragement and support.  Even

though it is not up to you to define your family member’s sense of purpose,

noticing their strengths may provide some hints about their possible direction.

Think about social connectedness. 
First think about your own social connectedness.  

Now think about your family member’s social connectedness.  

Altruism refers to a person’s tendency to act out of concern for others’ well-

being without regard to their own self-interest.  Even though their focus is on

the well-being of others, being altruistic actually increases a person’s own sense

of well-being. Researchers have found that having strong social connections is

important to our happiness as well as meaningfulness, especially having a sense

of meaningfulness in life.  

We also can give beyond our circle of family and friends.  Altruism does not just

mean giving material items, although this can be a source of fulfillment and

certainly can help.  Altruism can be about providing emotional support and

other non-tangible gifts.  When we have overcome adversity, and as we

overcome it, we are able to share these gifts.  This enhances our social

connectedness.

Support your family member in setting goals.   This does not mean you

should suggest goals or even talk much about them unless your family member

initiates a conversation about them.  
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"Your time is limited, so don't waste

it living someone else's life."

-Steve Jobs

Support your family member’s efforts to develop self-confidence.   A feeling

of confidence comes from experiencing success.  For a person struggling with

addiction, confidence is built on establishing and maintaining sobriety.  As your

family member continues with their sobriety, this increases their self-confidence.  

The negative self-confidence loop of addiction --- substance use, abuse, and

dependence leading to lower self-confidence, which lead to more substance

abuse --- is replaced by a positive feedback loop --- establishing and

maintaining sobriety, overcoming obstacles, leading to increased self-

confidence, which helps one to stay sober.

Always focus on what your family member is doing well, and not on relapse. 

 Encourage them to let pressures roll off their back.  This may be difficult,

because sometimes people not only feel pressure from what is around them,

they also may feel a lot of internal pressure.  Give them encouragement and

support by validating the efforts they are making toward recovery and

acknowledging their progress. 

Without confidence, it is hard to focus on an important issue like purpose in life.  

A lack of confidence can be immobilizing.  When a person feels immobilized,

they are not going to think much about why they are here; they are more likely

to focus on meeting basic needs in a nominal way.  

 

You could notice when your family member has set a goal and observe them

working towards it.  You could offer encouragement. 

Setting and reaching goals is an important part of having a sense of purpose. 

 Even though your family member may still be uncertain about their purpose or

purposes in life, the process of identifying and working towards goals will help

them develop it.  It may also help your family member realize that they need to

set substances aside.  Reaching goals also helps build confidence.
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Practice stress management and encourage your family member to, as
well.   Learning stress management skills and relaxation techniques is a very

powerful component of self-care.  This requires some degree of discipline and

commitment, but so do other aspects of self-care.

Substance use is an attempt to reduce pain, anxiety, negative stress and other

uncomfortable feelings.  Stress management can help reduce these negative

states.

Practicing relaxation techniques can decrease your overall stress level as well as

preparing you to manage stressful situations.  Learning relaxation skills, such as

controlled breathing, meditation, yoga, and tai chi, help align the mind and

body.

Engage in self-care and encourage your family member to, as well.  Healthy

eating habits, sleep, exercise, and doing enjoyable things are all part of basic

self-care.  Encourage your family member to eat often enough, and to eat a

good balance of healthy food.  Not all food has to be healthy, but more of it

should be than not.

Sleep recommendations for adults tend to be between 6 and 8 hours.  Help

your family member have a sleeping area that is conducive to falling and staying

asleep, as much as possible.  You could talk with them about what they need in

order to have a comfortable bedroom and make simple changes, as needed.

Exercise can be fun and can be any kind physical activity. Physical activity

releases endorphins in the brain and this brings a greater sense of well-being.  If

it is not possible to go outdoors, find ways to be active inside.   Even doing

chores can provide an opportunity to get some exercise.  A routine might be

helpful, but if it is difficult to follow routine, still encourage your family member

to be physically active. Some exercise is better than none.  

Support your family member in doing enjoyable things.  Self-care isn’t just the

basics of eating, sleeping, and exercise, but also about enjoying your life.  If there

are activities they used to love to do and haven’t done in a long time, returning

to an old favorite activity could feel fulfilling.  Finding new fun things to do could

be great, too.  For some people this might be difficult because they have never

felt like they could just have fun.  But there is a whole world of experiences that

are pleasant and substance free.
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When you are engaged in one of these activities, your attention is on the

moment.  Even doing household chores can provide the opportunity to be in a

meditative state as you focus on task at hand, allow thoughts and feelings to

come up, notice them, and stay focused on task.  Sometimes worried thoughts

and anxious feelings might come up, but if you focus on what you are doing and

intentionally release those thoughts and feelings, you will feel much better  

Activities that align the mind and body involve focus. With practice, we can

control where we put our attention. Staying in the moment and practicing

relaxation techniques help the body and mind return to a state of equilibrium. 

 So, even when things happen that we cannot control, we can better control

how we respond to them.

As you and your family member develop stress management skills and practice

relaxation training, your overall anxiety decreases.  When your family member

has learned strategies and techniques for managing uncomfortable thoughts,

feelings, and physical sensations, they are less likely to have the urge to use

substances.  If they do experience craving for a substance, they are less likely to

give into the impulses and are more likely to make healthy choices. because

they have learned effective strategies for redirecting their focus and managing

their mood.  

Focus on resilience.  Resilience is a trait that is developed through overcoming

adversity.  You and your family member have resilience.  You have made it

through some challenging experiences.  Relapse is a common occurrence in the

process of recovery, but if this is framed as a growth opportunity, even relapse

can promote resilience.  
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