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HOW ADDICTION AFFECTS YOUR RELATIONSHIP 

 

Addiction is an undeniable barrier to the emotional growth necessary for a mature and 

connected partnership. 

 

The best way to understand this is through the Developmental Model of Couples Therapy*. 

The Developmental Model is a perfect fit for healing the negative impact of addiction in 

relationships. Let me explain how and why. 

 

Firstly, this model conceptualizes relationships as moving through stages of development that 

progress over time. When couples meet and fall in love they enter the symbiotic stage.  It’s a 

time of closeness as partners get to know each other and delight in their similarities. This 

initial stage is extremely important for bonding and creating a foundation of love. However, 

when couples stay in this stage too long because they lack the relationship skills to grow and 

mature, problems begin to arise.  

 

Ultimately, couples fail to move on to the next stage, called the differentiation stage, which 

allows them to deepen and enrich both their relationship to themselves and to one another. 

 

How Addiction Interferes with this Process 

 

Addiction is by definition an unhealthy dependency on a substance or behavior. That means 

that as the addict, you come into your marriage already involved in a symbiotic relationship – 

with your drug of choice.   Whether it is conscious or unconscious, it is the driving force 

behind much of your life. When push comes to shove, you will always choose your drug 

(whether it’s booze, drugs, sex, money, work, high-risk behavior, etc.) before your spouse.  

 

The primary relationship of the addicted partner is to their drug of choice. Addicts, who 

are self-absorbed, leave their spouse feeling unimportant and/or abused. 

 

It’s very much like having an affair – there is a 3
rd

 party in the relationship, it’s just not a 

person. 

 
The fact is, that as the addict you can’t move into the next stage of development in your 

relationship, because the symbiosis of the addiction is keeping you stuck.  

 

The Recovery Stage 

 
Healing the emotional barriers in your relationship must include addressing any existing 

addictions. Addiction works against you emotionally.  Instead of growing through painful life 
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events, you rely instead on “the escape” from life’s difficulties. It leaves you deprived and 

emotionally immature. 

 

Moving into the Differentiation Stage involves a choice on your part to live a more 

conscious and present life.  

 

It begins with cutting the symbiotic tie to your drug of choice. If you are still dependent, you 

will not be able to move yourself and your relationship to the next stages of independence 

and then interdependence. 

 

This is not a judgement.  It’s an emotional truth. 

 

What it Takes 

 

To improve your relationship, you must become a partner who is reliable and emotionally 

safe.  To do that, you must get the 3
rd

 party distraction out of your marriage. 

 

You will need to start to know who you are and what you want. 

 

You will need to develop a curiosity about who your partner is and what they want.  There 

will be demands on you to learn the skills for how to be a better team player.   

 

By doing so, you will be able to move into the next stages of relationship development and 

towards greater health and happiness. 

 

If you Have any Doubt about whether you have crossed the line into addictive use: 

 

Ask Yourself: 

 

 1. Have you repeatedly let your spouse down because you failed to keep a commitment 

due to your drinking/using? 

 2. Do you get angry at your spouse when he/she wants to discuss your drinking/using? 

 3. Do you disappear on your partner or family at times because work is too important? 

 4. Do you tell yourself that the casino is a fun place to hang out but you know inside that 

you are trying to avoid your deep loneliness and lack of self-worth? 

 5. Do you find it easier to get sexual stimulation from a screen image than it is to talk to 

your spouse about how you’re feeling about your sexual connection with him/her? 

 

Addiction constricts life. Recovery expands it.  

 

There is a way out and a way up.  I hope you will consider taking the high road of recovery. 

I trust you want the benefits of a deeper connection to both yourself and your partner, by 

addressing and overcoming your addiction. 
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* The Developmental Model of Couples Therapy was created by Drs’ Ellyn Bader & Peter 

Pearson of the Couples Institute.  All references to stages of growth made here are from their 

model. 
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