How to Handle a Compulsive Spouse
QUESTION: I have been married to my husband for two years and it was going ok until drug use started. Then he got help. Now it's taking a turn for the worse. He’s not using drugs again, but the marriage is falling apart because he thinks that NA (Narcotics Anonymous) is his life, and he doesn’t include me in anything that he does.

I feel like it's my fault that the marriage is not working and I don't know what to do. I have been supportive in everything that he does for his recovery and it seems like it's not going anywhere. I'm a mother of three, and I'm at my last straw. I don't want this marriage to end because I love him very much. He is my best friend and husband. I'm so confused about this marriage. Please help me. I am willing to do whatever it takes to save my marriage. Maybe you can direct me in the right direction.

ANSWER: How frustrating and discouraging this must be for you. You probably thought that when your husband got help for his drug use, your marriage and life would improve. Now, he’s not using drugs but the quality of the marriage hasn’t improved and actually feels like it’s getting worse.

You didn’t mention if your husband participated in any type of individual counseling as part of the process of stopping drug usage. I’m assuming that he probably did not and that he found the strength and support to stop using drugs as a result of his participation in a local Narcotics Anonymous (NA) group.

That was a wonderful, life-changing and life-affirming step he took in stopping his drug usage. But that’s only part of the process in creating a rewarding, healthy life that includes a healthy marriage and children—there are some more steps to take.

Substituting One Addiction for Another Still Leaves a Problem
Individuals with an addictive personality usually avoid looking closely at the cause of their emotional pain and distress. It’s easier to escape through substance abuse or obsessions that keep them from dwelling on their inner discomfort and problems. Thus, they may lack the ability to be emotionally present for a partner and to cope with anger, conflict, problem solving, and other relationship issues.

That’s why you’ll sometimes see people who stop drinking or using drugs become obsessed with running marathons, racing motorcycles, or some other interest that takes most of their personal time and energy. They just trade one addiction for another one because the underlying reason for the addiction has never been fully dealt with.

There’s also another dynamic that can play into what is happening in your husband’s case. He may not have a sense of his own strength and ability to withstand temptation when he’s in a social setting outside the NA group. On some deep level, he may not feel strong enough to branch out into other social groups yet, or he may be using his exclusive socialization with NA members as a way to avoid being tempted to re-join former drug-using buddies.

One of the characteristics of people with addictive personalities is that they have a difficult time finding balance in their life. It’s usually “all or nothing.” And this is exactly what you’re seeing in your husband’s case. The drug using has been replaced with his constant NA activities, and there’s no balance. It’s as though you, your children, and your marriage aren’t even in the picture.

Whatever you do, don’t give up hope for your marriage. There are steps you can take to “stir the pot” so that you can see what’s possible. Here are my recommendations:

Explore whether or not your husband would be willing to enter counseling. It would be ideal if both of you could receive individual counseling and when appropriate, also work on joint issues together in couples counseling.

Even if your husband is not willing at this point to enter counseling, it would be beneficial for you to start individual counseling to look at your own issues and how your reactions are impacting the current situation. This way, you are modeling for your husband that you’re willing to take responsibility for your part in what’s happening in the marriage and to work on how you might need to change. This could make it easier for him to enter counseling at a later date, if not now. 

Consider joining a Nar-Anon Family Group if there is one close to you, or some other group in your community that offers support to family members of addicts. You can find information on the Nar-Anon Family Group at http://nar-anon.org/index.html. 

You can also call your local chamber of commerce or mayor’s office for information about local support groups. If you do not have any local groups that provide support to relatives of drug addicts, then consider participating in a 12-step group such as Co-Dependents Anonymous (CoDA). You’ll find information at http://www.codependents.org. 

Have you written your husband a letter clearly and concisely outlining what you are unhappy about in the marriage? On one hand, you may feel it should be obvious to your husband how you feel and what you wish would change.

On the other hand, your husband may be so completely caught up in his own world that he isn’t fully aware of what you’re experiencing and how in danger your marriage is of crashing. State your feelings in a letter and make a list of what your concerns/issues are. Let him know you’re afraid your marriage won’t make it if things don’t change. If you have any ideas about what would be helpful, such as counseling or scheduling a “date night” each week, also include those. 

Your husband most likely has a sponsor in NA that he can talk to when he feels tempted to use drugs. You could ask your husband if he would share the letter you wrote him with the sponsor (or the parts of it that he is willing to share) to get the sponsor’s feedback.

After all, if you end up divorcing, that could certainly affect your husband’s emotional stability and sobriety. The sponsor may have some recommendations or advice for your husband, and he may be more likely to listen to the sponsor and take what he says to heart. 

Back off from putting all your efforts into being supportive of your husband. You can still be supportive and hold back some time and energy for your own activities, needs, and goals. Look at expanding your world with some new activities and interests.

Make a point to see your friends more and put more fun into your life. If you’re not exercising, join a gym or start jogging or power walking. Don’t put your life on hold while you wait to see what happens with your marriage. Life is to be lived now, not put off until the future. You need to have balance in your own individual life while you’re working on your unbalanced marriage. 
