pure alliance
Healthy Recovery from Sexual Addiction

AdJdICts orten expect their recovery to be a rapid process of increasing sobriety over a
short period of time, with little to no lapses. This is not how lasting recovery occurs,
however. An addict’s recovery might look like this for a period of time, but not over the

long term.
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Lasting recovery looks like the graph below, with periods of progress as well as lapses.
Recovering addicts often feel discouraged when they fail or lapse. However, during
these times of failure the potential for maturity is actually greatest. This is when the
addict learns specific triggers and preventative measures for his recovery. This is when
true, lasting growth can occur.
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An Example

For example, let’s say a man is in recovery for addiction to pornography. With new
accountability and a supportive group, he does fairly well right from the start. He feels
great relief in sharing his story for the first time to a group of men who understand his
struggle. It feels like a weight has been lifted. He makes consistent progress and after
two months is not viewing pornography at all. It feels like he will never even want to
look at it again.

Then one weekend his wife goes out of town to visit relatives. While she is gone he
begins to experience an unexplainable desire to look at pornography. He brushes it off
but it won't go away. He gets bored so he goes online to look for some new sporting
gear, but quickly slides into viewing ads that portray women. Before he know it, he is
looking at the same pornography sites he used before he began his recovery.

He is shattered that after all this time he has failed again. He is afraid to tell his wife and
embarrassed to tell his support group. But, he does share his failure with his group and
they ask questions about what caused his acting out. He realizes that when his wife is
away, he feels alone and abandoned. He discovers that he often felt this way as a child
because he grew up in a difficult family. He had turned to pornography and
masturbation then as a way to feel wanted, even if only by imaginary women. And
now, even though he has experienced success, when a situation recreates the feelings
of loneliness and abandonment, he is not prepared and immediately falls back into his
addiction. He is threatened and has developed no way to cope with it.

So, he and his group come up with ways to prevent this. He learns to call accountability
partners when he feels lonely. He learns to plan ahead to have friends over when his
wife is away. Over time, after other failures and successes, he begins to learn that his
feelings of abandonment are not based on reality. His wife is not going to leave him
and it is no longer scary when he is alone. It is also okay to call or visit a friend when he
does feel alone.

This man would never have learned about his fears of abandonment if he had not
relapsed. He would not have learned to proactively take care of a need by contacting
others rather than running to his old addiction. He would never have gotten to the
point that being alone was not so threatening any more. He would not have learned
that it's okay to call a friend.

Stopping behaviors is not recovery. Accepting our weaknesses and developing healthy
relationships is recovery. As humans we seem unable to discover our weaknesses
without experiencing failure. Without failure, we don't feel the desperation needed to
break us out of isolation. We should not use this as an excuse to act out, but instead
recognize it as a fact of healthy recovery.



Recovery Over the Long Term

In addition to the small slips and occasional lapses that recovering addicts go through
each year, there are some long-term patterns that seem to be true for most recovering
addicts as well. According to studies done by Patrick Carnes (the leading researcher in
sexual addiction) most addicts go through a fairly major relapse after their first year of
recovery and then again during or after their sixth year of recovery.*
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Rather than make assumptions as to why this is usually true, let’s accept the reality that
recovery is not a constant, steady process. While we don’t want to use this information
as an excuse to act out, we can use it to reassure ourselves that we are not failures in
recovery just because we have lapses.

One Caution

What is being described here does not apply to addicts who are NOT progressing in
their recovery over time. An addict who attends a recovery group and over time makes
no ground in stopping masturbation or looking at pornography has gaining very little
from their lapses. Instead, this shows an unwillingness to use the tools he is learning in
recovery.

For example, if an addict continues to look at pornography every week or two but is not
calling accountability partners and has not set up any safety measures on his computer,
then he has not yet entered into recovery. Recovery must be proactive to work. This
requires making plans and asking his support group to hold him accountable to those
plans.

When a man experiences success in recovery and then comes to times of failure he
should not be discouraged, because this is a time of growth. Remember Paul who said,
“Consider it pure joy, my brothers, when you face trials...” (James 1: 2 cf) because that is
when growth occurs.

* DonOt Call it LovePatrick Carnes, 1991 3



