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When Love Hurts: Setting
the Context




When Love Hurts

Why this matters

Relationships can hold both comfort and harm—
shaping how people cope, connect, and survive.

A relational lens on recovery

Substance use, attachment needs, abuse, and
emotional pain often intersect—-embedded in
patterns of belonging, loss, and safety.

Trauma-informed framing

We emphasize safety, choice, empowerment, and
connection—understanding “symptoms” as survival
strategies, not blame.

Why Relationships Matter
In Recovery
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Humans Are Wired
for Connection

Attachment is essential

Bowlby's attachment theory shows relationships
support safety, emotional regulation, and
survival.

When connection is disrupted

Inconsistent, neglectful, or harmful bonds can
lead to strategies for managing fear, loneliness,
or dysregulation.

Implications for recovery

Disrupted attachment increases vulnerability to
substance use; healing focuses on safe bonds,
belonging, and repair—not moral failure.

Attachment Styles and Survival

Strategies
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Understanding Attachment
Patterns

Attachment styles are survival strategies—not fixed traits.
Secure : safety, trust, and the ability to seek and receive support.

Insecure styles often form when caregivers are inconsistent,
unavailable, frightening, or abusive:

® Anxious: fear of abandonment; heightened vigilance.

* Avoidant: self-reliance and emotional distance for protection.

 Disorganized: push-pull; connection is desired and feared (often trauma-
linked).

Not diagnoses—and not permanent. Patterns can shift through healing
relationships, therapy, and recovery-supportive communities, reducing
shame and building hope.

Addiction as a Relational
Experience

Substances as Emotional Regulators
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Substances as
Emotional Regulators

Addiction as a relationship

When people feel unsafe with others,
substances can become a predictable
companion—offering comfort, numbing, or
control.

Self-medication for attachment distress

Research supports substance use as an attempt
to soothe trauma-related anxiety and regulate
overwhelming emotion.

The long-term cost

Relief becomes costly—reinforcing isolation and
weakening the capacity to form secure bonds;
recovery needs relational healing.

Abuse and Trauma
Bonding




How Trauma Bonds
Form

Cycle of Harm and Relief

Fear, criticism, or violence is followed by apologies,
affection, or promises—creating intense emotional

whiplash.

Intermittent Reinforcement

Unpredictable “good moments” condition the nervous
system, strengthening attachment instead of weakening

it.

Why It's Hard to Leave

Stress and reward systems can activate like addiction,
making the bond feel like love or loyalty and reducing

victim-blaming.

Trauma Bonds & Addiction

Shared cycles of craving and withdrawal
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Shared Cycles of
Craving and
Withdrawal

Parallel cycle pattern

Trauma bonding and addiction often move
through craving, brief relief, growing tolerance,
and withdrawal—driving repeated returns despite
harm.

Distress and erosion over time

Separation can trigger intense longing and
dysregulation; identity and boundaries may
weaken, increasing dependence, isolation, and
narrowed coping options.

Implications for recovery

Research suggests frequent co-occurrence—
especially with unresolved trauma—supporting
integrated, trauma-informed care that addresses
relational and substance patterns together.
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Relational Recovery
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Healing Beyond
Abstinence

Recovery is relational

Healing involves rebuilding safety, trust, and self-
worth—not only ending use or leaving harm.

Grief and nervous system repair
Space to grieve the relationship (or hoped-for version)

supports regulation and steadier connection.

Boundaries + support heal wounds

Self-compassion and consistent, empowering
relationships create corrective experiences where

attachment wounds can heal.
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What Supports Healing
and Sustained Recovery

Protective Relational Factors
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Protective Relational
Factors

Secure, consistent relationships

Reliable connection supports regulation and offers
corrective emotional experiences that rebuild trust
over time.

Peer support and belonging

Shared community reduces isolation and shame,
strengthening motivation and sustaining long-term
change.

Trauma-informed care environments

Choice, collaboration, and safety shift support from
control to connection—promoting healthier
attachment patterns.
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Closing Reflections and
Hope

Reframing Strength and Attachment




Reframing
Strength and
Attachment

Healing begins with
connection.

"Ripkiculiy leawsing hovumpul telationships ov

dubalanced iy nel a dig of weaknesdy, bul o

weplection of deep allackhuiment needs cund
Healing begins willv connection."

Attachment drives both addiction and healing—healthy connection is one of the strongest
protective factors in recovery.

Reflect: What do recovery-supporting relationships feel like in your body, and in your
community?

Thia iy abeul dignily, esilience, & the peasibilily ef change.

19

5/11/2026

10



