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Praise for Rebuilding Relationships in Recovery


“Rebuilding Relationships in Recovery is an invaluable resource for anyone seeking to mend and strengthen their relationships post addiction. It offers a balanced mix of personal anecdotes, practical advice, and emotional support, making it a must-read for individuals committed to personal growth and recovery. Janice’s emphasis on patience, self-awareness, and resilience provides a hopeful and encouraging roadmap for navigating the complexities of relationship repair and personal development throughout the recovery journey.”

—Ryan Oscar, CCRC, CCAC, host of the From Darkness to Life podcast and director of operations and education at Our Collective Journey




“This book is a must-read for anyone struggling to repair and rebuild their relationships in recovery. It is a beautiful and sensitively written guide to help readers navigate the broken bonds often left in the wake of addiction. Janice’s voice is free of judgment but full of grace and honesty. She offers actionable and realistic steps and tactics for healing and reconciling, supported by her candid account of her own experience. She is as encouraging as she is relatable and offers hope to those intimidated by the challenges to come. This book is a gift to the sobriety community, providing both education and inspiration on an often-overlooked topic.”

—Hadley Sorensen, author of The Dirty Truth on Social Drinking




“Rebuilding Relationships in Recovery is the most important book I have ever read about addiction issues and how to repair connections during sobriety. Dowd offers an enormous number of strategies and ways to move forward as people battling with this disease fight to reclaim their lives. Dowd beautifully describes the steps and emotions that survivors and family members experience throughout the healing process. I will be recommending this book to clients and colleagues, especially those who have been stuck in unaddressed grief and are looking for a resource that helps them understand how to acknowledge their pain and reconnect with loved ones, in sobriety.”

—Shari Botwin, LCSW, therapist, trauma expert witness, law and crime network guest expert, media contributor, and author of Stolen Childhoods




“Janice Dowd has written a masterpiece of a book. This is a manual for all recovering people, which I believe should be placed in the hands of graduates of treatment programs everywhere as a guidepost, and available wherever possible to the public at large. Covering disease concept formation, the inception of Alcoholics Anonymous, and addressing the overarching and personalized aspects of a recovery program, Ms. Dowd bares her truth on the pages of this manuscript in the hopes of sharing her journey plainly to help the entire addictive system. . . . Personally, I cannot wait to share this book with my clients to aid them with their own path because I believe its effectiveness will be exponential.”

—Maggie W. Banger, LPC-S, therapist
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I dedicate this book to my children—Dennis, Katie, Matthew, and Michael—who gave me the ultimate gift for a recovering parent: their love and forgiveness. Being your mother has enabled me to give and experience unconditional love and has encouraged me to strive to be the best version of myself. 






Foreword

I met Janice in May of 2013 when she was referred to me for counseling. At the time, she was transitioning into a sober-living facility following twelve weeks of intensive inpatient treatment for her alcoholism. Janice said that she was “sick and tired” of hurting, and of hurting those she most loved. She came to me eager to learn how to live a life that heals rather than hurts both herself and the people who are important to her. Janice’s tendency is to look at both sides of a subject and ask questions, but this can lead to overthinking and sometimes made her feel overwhelmed and panicked. But as she continued her journey, the results of working the twelve steps became increasingly evident in her. Her recovery was no longer based in her thinking alone; she realized that group work presented a powerful solution to loneliness and isolation and provided a safe space to discuss challenges and celebrate successes. As her insight grew in recovery, her contributions increased. She was unknowingly transitioning from the needy to the needed. The wisdom she shares in this book can only come from having lived the problem and struggled through to a solution. 

Throughout the book, Janice speaks candidly of her own fears, challenges, and grief while working to restore the broken relationships in her family. She also brings professional competence as evidenced by her credentials and work experience. Janice earned her master of science in social work from the University of Texas at Austin in 1985, and her master’s thesis focused on the effects of posttraumatic stress syndrome and alcoholism in Vietnam War veterans. She worked for ten years in the drug and alcohol field, and she later added medical social work to her resume. An active member of Alcoholics Anonymous, she has shared her story in AA meetings and conferences and is a sought-after speaker on related podcasts. Eleven years sober, she still participates in biweekly group therapy, where she maintains her focus on looking at herself and striving for personal growth. She has a healthy understanding of who she is and an earnest desire to become all she can be. 

This book is a deep dive for the recovering alcoholic whose goal is not only to stay sober but also to grow and heal. Steps four through seven of the twelve steps of Alcoholics Anonymous are the soul-searching steps; they challenge the alcoholic to look at how their addiction has affected themselves as well as others and to honestly examine their behavior, intent, and character. After owning the character defects they find in themselves, the alcoholic will confirm their commitment to removing those defects with the help of their higher power. Steps eight and nine introduce the amends process, where the alcoholic will ask those they’ve injured how they can right the wrong and if there are areas of injury that haven’t been addressed. Often the response is “just stay sober.” That is known as a “living amends” and requires committed and sustained action focused on improving and healing relationships. 

This book provides instructional information, current research, and specific suggestions that can help the reader navigate the amends process, especially within family relationships. Janice’s suggestions are direct and easy to understand, although she emphasizes that the work is difficult, and she warns against half measures. She realistically asserts that there may be too much damage for some relationships to be restored and gives recommendations on how to proceed in these cases. Additionally, she provides excellent guidelines for assessing the alcoholic’s readiness and motivation as well as the family’s readiness, and she outlines techniques for identifying and addressing the true problems. Chapter 5 includes an extensive list of tools with instructions on how to use them successfully, and chapter 7 discusses how to use outside resources and determine which ones are best for a particular situation. 

Several times while reading this book, I realized Janice was the teacher and I was the student. I wholeheartedly recommend Rebuilding Relationships in Recovery to those who are resolved to undertake the hard work of healing family relationships and who want to avail themselves of some practical, proven, and proactive processes for turning a daunting problem into a life-changing solution. 

—Emily Dickinson, MEd, LPC

Emily Dickinson, MEd, LPC, has over forty years of experience in community, residential, and private practice settings. Her primary focus has been in addictions, including family of origin, trauma, and grief. She initially worked with adolescents and their families, and she currently works with clients ranging in age from fifteen to ninety-one.
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Introduction: I’m Sober, but My Family Is Destroyed. Now What?



This chapter title perfectly reflects what my family life felt like in early sobriety and what it continued to be like for a long time—when it didn’t have to be that way. I had no “family life” in early sobriety. I was physically and emotionally removed from all my family and friends. Some of this was by circumstance; my treatment center was located two hundred miles away from my home. But some of it was self-imposed isolation fueled by my inept and ineffective attempts to reach out to my family. I had entered a treatment facility thinking I would be an inpatient for twenty-eight days. However, a twenty-eight-day treatment program turned into twelve weeks of inpatient care. This was followed by a four-month stay at a halfway house and a yearlong commitment to a “sober living home.” I was physically distant from family because of the rules and restrictions required by the treatment environments. In addition, I was emotionally distant from them because of my shame, fear of rejection, and unrealistic expectations.

One of the things I had lost in my active addiction and wanted more than anything was love, support, and forgiveness from my immediate family, especially my children. I wanted them to be a part of my sobriety. Unfortunately, I foolishly thought I would win back their love and forgiveness if I just stayed sober. I had to accept that you cannot charm, force, or manipulate your family members to forgive you. 

Everyone acknowledges that having a supportive family in recovery, whether you’re recovering from alcohol, drugs, or mental illness, is essential. Most rehab facilities offer programs for families as well. In addition, twelve-step groups like Al-Anon and Nar-Anon are available to family members for their support and growth. However, specific programs and instruction on how and what the addict or alcoholic can do to nurture and heal family relationships are very limited.

When I got sober, I could not find many resources on how to rebuild relationships with my children and family. Much of what I found was superficial; it only discussed things like “how to get your family member into treatment,” “how to practice tough love,” or “how to understand the disease concept of addiction.” There was no step-by-step guide to navigate the difficult journey ahead of me. And because I was full of fear and reluctant to ask for help, I made many mistakes in my relationships with the ones I loved the most. My intentions were good, and I thought I was making sincere efforts; but I often did more to create damage in my familial relationships than to foster healing.

On top of that, an alcoholic fog still clouded my judgment and thinking for the first year of my sobriety. There is an increasing amount of literature about the damage addiction does to the brain and the length of time it takes for the brain to heal. Depending on the type and length of addiction, this healing can take weeks, months, and even years. Some effects may even be permanent. For myself, it was a long time before the effects of my alcohol use stopped interfering with my decision-making and my ability to think conceptually. As a result, I was quick to react, slow to think, and slow to consider the consequences of my actions and words. I often failed to seek the advice and wisdom of my sponsor or therapist before acting. Thus, I often made poor choices in early recovery that continued to hurt my relationships with family and friends.

Today, most of my relationships are better than I could have ever hoped—but not without a lot of struggle, and a lot of learning, along the way. Now I want to share the knowledge I’ve gained with you. This book comes from experience, strength, and hope. It is written for anyone struggling to regain the love, respect, and trust of their friends and family members while in recovery. The book will address not only repairing the damage you’ve done during active alcoholism, addiction, or mental illness, but also how to avoid creating more damage in recovery. In writing this book I’ve expanded upon my training as a social worker, reviewed the latest research and information on addiction and recovery, and consulted with other addiction professionals. I’ll also share my experiences, what I know from my work with twelve-step programs and therapy, the knowledge I’ve gained from my sponsors and peers in the program, and the feedback I’ve received from my children, family, and friends. I will tell you about the many things I did wrong in early sobriety, the pain I caused, and the regrets I have in hopes that you will not repeat the same mistakes I made. 

My Story in Brief

I was raised in a home with an alcoholic father. As a young woman, I swore that I would never become an alcoholic or addict; I would never do to my children what had been done to me. I thought that by becoming a social worker, going to therapy, and working on myself, I (on my own) could break the cycle of family dysfunction. My children were aged thirteen, fifteen, twenty, and twenty-one when I entered treatment. I had been married for twenty-four years. I had caused my family much pain and suffering during my active addiction, and I was ashamed that I had allowed drinking to take hold of my life. I hoped my family’s love and support would help me recover. However, the rehab program I entered stressed that I had to prioritize learning to be and stay sober. Their emphasis was on the alcoholic/addict. Family programs were offered to the families, but patients were not involved in those programs. My family had very little involvement in my treatment. (Note that some rehab programs do include the patients in family programs, and many offer preliminary family therapy. Regardless, these programs are just an initial start. Rebuilding relationships takes time and effort.)

I knew I would have to apologize to my family and friends and make up for what I had done. But honestly, I had many naive beliefs about how much damage I had created during my active addiction. I didn’t recognize how aware they had been of my drinking, and I thought I had hidden some of the worst parts of my drinking from them. By the time I finished treatment, I had examined some of this damage as part of my first step, but I still didn’t understand the depth and extent of the harm I had inflicted upon my loved ones. I didn’t realize what type of effort I would have to expend in order for them to want to spend time with me, much less to trust me with their feelings. I was willing to admit that I was powerless over alcohol and that my life had become unmanageable; but I still didn’t see how my unmanageability had affected those around me.

Surviving Early Sobriety Is Hard Enough 

Early recovery is a confusing and challenging time for most of us. We are learning to manage life without our primary coping mechanism: substances. We are told to change people, places, and things that trigger our drinking or using. We are encouraged to attend ninety meetings in ninety days, read and study our literature, pray and meditate, help others, and do service work. We are encouraged to put our recovery above all else. Some of us are told that no child’s sporting event, family event, holiday celebration, or social event should be put before our meetings and recovery activities. These practices may help us stay sober, but they can distance us from family and friends. I embraced working the program, but in doing so, I allowed my family life to be eclipsed by my efforts to stay sober. I did not explain to my family why these new behaviors took time away from them. While I was doing everything I could to stay sober, I unintentionally alienated myself from my children and family. My actions and lack of involvement in their daily lives continued to hurt them. 

As I was adding up time, earning chips, making new friendships, and building confidence in my sobriety, my family still felt distanced from me. I didn’t understand why they couldn’t see all the positive changes I was making. I didn’t know why they didn’t trust me or my sobriety. I had forgotten about all the promises I had broken in the past. I had forgotten all the times I said I was never going to drink again. I expected them to believe that things would be different this time.

When I spoke, I used a lot of recovery jargon that sounded more like a cliché than a sincere effort to stay sober. I sometimes took advice too literally and used “the program” (meaning my new healthy and constructive behaviors) to excuse or diminish certain other past or present behaviors. I expected them to understand the program, when they couldn’t. I forgot that I had had twelve weeks of intensive treatment, and they were only having a few hours of therapy weekly. I forgot that, as a family, we were dysfunctional. Each of us had our own issues that needed to be addressed, and I didn’t give them the same grace and forgiveness for their issues that I expected them to extend to me. For example, I expected them to understand why I didn’t want to go to Uncle Donald’s Sunday brunch, where there would be lots of drinking and alcohol; but I didn’t understand why they didn’t want to come with me to see me receive my chip for spending a certain length of time in sobriety. I didn’t understand that the changes I was making were difficult and stressful for them. I didn’t recognize that they saw these new behaviors—living in a halfway house, going to daily meetings, making long phone calls to sponsors and peers in the program, making new friends—as more of the same old confusing and unpredictable behaviors I had exhibited in active addiction. From their point of view, I was as distant and selfish as I had ever been, and I mistakenly did not take the time to explain or involve them in these new activities.

Priorities and Balance

Before moving further into this book, I must emphasize the need for you to establish priorities and maintain a healthy recovery plan. Your recovery and your sobriety must be your first priority. You cannot authentically improve your relationships unless you’re sober. You may think, “No, I have to apologize right away, make up for lost time, attend every school event and work party I’ve missed.” But there is a danger in this approach. First you must establish a solid foundation of recovery—one that can withstand the ups and downs of everyday life and the occasional crisis. Some family members will misinterpret your new behaviors and commitment to sobriety; they may see it as behavior akin to what you’ve always done: putting yourself and whatever interests you ahead of everybody else. 

Spiritual, Physical, Emotional, Social, and Family Needs

You must have a balanced recovery plan that includes attention to your spiritual, physical, emotional, and social needs. Improving one’s family relationships is essential to this balanced recovery plan. All of this requires devoting time and paying attention to:


	Proper diet and exercise

	Prayer or meditation

	Rest and sleep

	Social experiences, time for play, and fun

	“Working the program”: service work, helping others, healing, rebuilding your life, making amends, and “cleaning up the wreckage of your past” 

	Relapse prevention by identifying triggers



Family issues are often huge triggers and threats to your sobriety. They are often delicate and usually emotionally charged. Therefore, it only makes sense to begin to address these issues early in your sobriety. However, these initial efforts will need to be simple and uncomplicated. You may be tempted to procrastinate or delay this work for a better time; I urge you to begin immediately, but with the smallest of steps. 

Responsibilties to Your Family

First, you must ensure your family has food, shelter, and safety. Some of us behaved destructively in our active addiction. We screamed, threatened, or worse, we were abusive. In these cases, progress cannot be made until the environment you share with your family is safe. This may mean supervised visits or family therapy, among other things. You cannot make progress in a relationship where someone is afraid of you. (We’ll discuss this topic further in a later chapter.) The next priority is to let your family members know that they are on your mind and that you care about them and their feelings. Help them begin to understand that although these new recovery behaviors may appear to be entirely self-serving, they’re also meant for the family’s benefit. You may have to tell them you don’t know how to be there for them or communicate effectively, but you are willing to learn. For instance, when was the last time you told your child or a family member that you love them? That they are good enough? That you accept them the way they are? 

First Step: Information Is Power

In my experience, I have found that gathering information and being well-informed is an excellent starting point for defining your problems and developing a plan for resolving them. This also serves as an essential tool for reducing fear, doubt, and worry. When my mother was diagnosed with lung cancer in 2000, I made it my mission to gather as much information as possible about her type of cancer, learn about both conventional and unconventional treatments, and find out where the best care was available. I found that the more information we had, the better able we were to cope with all aspects of her battle with cancer. As a result, we made better decisions and had less fear. Along similar lines, this book will serve as a jumping-off point for you. I will provide a small amount of information about family dynamics, dysfunctional families, optional treatment, and available resources. Since much of my personal recovery is based on the practices and principles of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), Adult Children of Alcoholics, and Al-Anon, I will provide a basic understanding of twelve-step recovery programs and how they are beneficial. I am going to warn you of some of the obstacles you might encounter, common mistakes you might make, and myths to avoid. I want to give you tools as well as hope and encouragement to find the balance that recovery and family unity require.

How to Use This Book

Most of the language in this book is directed toward an alcoholic or addict in recovery. Still, it can be used by anyone who wants to reengage or rebuild relationships with their family members or friends after struggling with any addiction, mental illness, or traumatic or difficult life experience. I am going to use the terms sobriety and recovery interchangeably. Some would define being sober or being clean as different from being in recovery. The argument is that recovery is an ongoing way of life; it’s about changing our behaviors and thinking, improving ourselves in all aspects of our lives, and it never ends. Sobriety, on the other hand, is merely about changing our drinking or using habits. But in this book, I will use both terms to describe a state of being wherein:


	You no longer use drugs, alcohol, or dysfunctional behaviors to cope with the daily struggles of life. 

	You engage in a process of personal growth, seeking a better, healthier way of life. 

	You are attempting to correct your wrongs and make amends to those you have hurt. 

	You continue to create a better life for yourself and those around you through service to others and your community. 



If you want to, you can skim through the early portions of this book and go straight to chapter 3, “Assessment and Preparation,” and chapter 5, “New Skills and Tools for Building Relationships.” Still, I encourage you to read every chapter in this book and to return to it as often as you need. You will learn something new each time you read it, and more things will make sense to you as your insight and understanding grow. Your efforts will create better results and improve your relationships. Then, with more time and stability in your sobriety, you can address more painful and delicate family issues and wounds. I also encourage you to continue to seek additional information from other resources. An abundance of information is available now from books, podcasts, YouTube, lectures, and support groups. I subscribe to the belief that group support is invaluable. Working with other people at various levels of recovery helps us survive and walk through our most challenging times. It lets us know that we are not alone and that others have been where we are now. It also allows us to help others, which is an essential part of rebuilding our self-esteem and confidence, reminding us from whence we came and keeping us humble.

Is Your Sobriety Strong Enough to Handle the Ups and Downs of the Path Ahead? 

It helps to have a solid foundation of at least the first three steps of AA or Narcotics Anonymous (NA), or to agree with the following three propositions:


	You have a problem, whether it’s with alcohol, drugs, trauma, mental illness, or something else.

	There is someone out there who can help you.

	You are willing to accept this help. 



One of the most challenging things you must do is look at how you have hurt your loved ones. You will have to acknowledge their wounds, be accountable for your actions, and take responsibility for what you’ve done, whether you did it under the influence of drugs or alcohol or not. It is vital to tread this part of your path very slowly and cautiously, with the aid of a sponsor or therapist. There may be triggers or threats to your sobriety. Are you willing to accept this challenge? Do you have the staying power and the commitment to continue toward your goal, especially in times when you see little return for your efforts? 

The skills and tools provided in this book are meant to help you improve your work and social relationships, as well as your personal view of yourself. However, this is still going to be an arduous and uncertain journey. You are going to have triumphs. You are also going to make mistakes. There will be trial-and-error periods. It will take practice and repetition. What works with one person will not necessarily work with another. You will encounter loved ones who do not want to do any of this work with you. But you must proceed anyway. You can always make changes within yourself and practice healthier relationship skills with friends, neighbors, or members of your support groups. No matter how grim things feel, someone in your life will probably let you in and be open to creating a new relationship with you. These actions will, in turn, benefit your loved ones, and with time, you may be able to open doors that once were closed to you.

My Path to Healing My Relationships with Friends and Family

I happily admit that my efforts to improve my relationships with my loved ones continue today. Most of my relationships are healthier and better than they have ever been. Others still require time and healing. My path to this point has included many roadblocks, and the most difficult ones came from within me. In early sobriety, my initial reaction to family healing—I call it a “reaction” because, in all honesty, I cannot call it an effort—was denial and minimization. I avoided looking honestly at the damage I had done. Instead, I compared my actions to the actions of others and looked for the differences, rather than the similarities. I sought to diminish the pain I had caused by thinking, “What I did was not as bad as what they did.” This is a common experience among recovering individuals. It’s our attempt to try to reduce the amount of guilt and shame we are burdened with. Ironically, it’s the recognition and admission of our actions that frees us of our shame. 

When I realized that my children’s pain or wounds could not be compared to anyone else’s and that I had inflicted the




Hope Is the Key 
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