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c h a p t e r  t w o

Rebuilding Trust 

One of the many challenges people face in long-term 
sobriety is understanding whom and how to trust. Typically, 
individuals in recovery want to trust others but struggle 
with the con�dence to do so because of past broken trust 
and promises. What we hope to accomplish in this chapter 
is to help you �nd the right kind of trust.

To acquaint ourselves with the word itself, let’s start with 
one of Merriam-Webster’s de�nitions of trust, which is “one 
in which con�dence is placed.”

When you think about active addiction, in whom did you 
place con�dence? Many times, it probably was people who 
weren’t doing the right thing. You might have trusted the 
drug dealer to get the drugs you needed, or maybe it was the 
friend who could “hook you up with the good stu
.” Why do 
you think you did this? What made you trust them?

It probably had something to do with past experience 
or knowledge of those people. �ey might have given you 
drugs before, or perhaps other people had told you they 
were good for whatever you were looking for. 

Take some time to examine the roots of your trust 
issues. Was there a lack of trust in your family when you 
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were growing up? Have people you trusted in the past let 
you down consistently? Or have you spent time in prisons 
or jails, where no one can be trusted? As you navigate this 
chapter, explore what is at the core of your trust problem, 
and identify what material here applies to your personal 
situation. 

One goal of this book is to enable you to begin to trust 
your family, peers, and anyone else who is doing the next 
right thing.

Trusting Others
So, where do you go from here? Let’s start with thinking of 
people you want to trust. Who are the people who have been 
there for you from day one? �is could be family members, 
friends from school, friends from your recovery network, 
or members of a religious/spiritual group. At the end of this 
chapter, we’ll make a list in writing. 

What makes you want to trust them? Is it that they are 
non-judgmental? Do they see the world from the same 
viewpoint as you? Are they caring individuals? Do they 
maintain sobriety? 

�e “why” really matters here. Many times, in sobriety 
circles, you will hear that the “why” isn’t important, but with 
trust, understanding the “why” helps identify and clarify 
your basic issues with trust in general.

Why do you want to share something personal with 
someone? Is it because you need to share something impor-
tant for your own sobriety, or is it to help the other person? 
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Is there something eating at you that could lead to relapse? 
Do you just need moral support?

Recognizing why you want to share things with a partic-
ular individual will help you recognize the bigger purpose 
of trust. Take Alcoholics Anonymous, for example. It 
has become such a key piece of sobriety for many people 
because attendees trust that nothing will be repeated outside 
the support group. �ey believe that other members of the 
group can relate to their problems and will keep their stories 
con�dential, without judgment.

�ere is no doubt that various anonymous groups work 
for many people. �at said, sobriety doesn’t require that 
level of all-or-nothing thinking when it comes to trust. In 
sobriety—as with life in general—it’s not necessary to give 
everyone complete trust about every detail of your life. Some 
issues might be best con�ded in a friend. Others might be 
suited for a family member. Still other topics might lend 
themselves to being shared with a professional.

For example, let’s say you are an intravenous drug user 
and have contracted HIV from sharing a needle that was 
infected. Naturally, such a discovery feels overwhelming. 
Not only do you have to �gure out what you are going to do 
medically, but you have to face your fear of dying from the 
disease, look at the decisions you made that led you to this 
place, and learn to cope with certain stigmas surrounding 
HIV. Figuring out whom to trust requires questioning and 
discernment:
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•  Do you want to share this information with someone 
bound by con�dentiality laws, such as a medical profes-
sional or counselor?

•  Do you know someone personally who has dealt with this 
diagnosis or who is close to another individual with the 
disease?

•  If so, is that person someone who tends to share things 
openly on social media 24/7?

•  Will that individual judge you when he or she finds out 
you have HIV?

�is process of questioning and evaluating is essential when 
�guring out whom to trust with sensitive information. �e 
most important thing to remember in this process is that 
what you are sharing is for your purpose. �is is about 
helping yourself, not ful�lling the wishes or expectations of 
others. So, if something needs to remain con�dential, save 
it for someone who won’t break that con�dentiality. Again, 
examine your “why.” Why do you want to share this infor-
mation with someone, and why are you considering Person 
X, Person Y, etc.

It’s important to trust your instincts. At Adams Recovery 
Center, we read each day from the “12 Steps to Self-Care,” 
and one of the most important steps is trusting yourself. So, 
when you’re considering sharing something with someone, 
ask yourself, Does this person seem trustworthy? Your 
instincts will take over, and that gut feeling will say, No, this 
is something I don’t feel comfortable sharing with them, or, 
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Yes, my instincts tell me this person isn’t going to be judging 
me or sharing this with anyone else. 

Sometimes it can be hard to trust yourself in recovery, 
so let the behavior of others show you the way. Is someone 
saying things to you about other people or sharing other 
people’s secrets? If so, then they’ll probably do the same 
thing to you.

Of course, people are human, and sometimes they break 
your trust unintentionally. But most people genuinely mean 
well, and your instincts will guide you in making good 
decisions.

Trusting Yourself
Many times, people will come into our facility, and when 
we talk about trusting our instincts, they will say something 
like, “Well, I ended up here, so this is where my instincts 
took me.”

We counter that with, “You are absolutely right, and you 
still ended up here because you knew you wanted to start 
a new, healthy life.” Remember this: You have the power 
to trust yourself and to know that you, as an individual 
working toward long-term sobriety, can make solid deci-
sions that can lead to lifelong healthy living. 

You have more power than you think in every situation, 
and you deserve to trust yourself even if you’ve broken the 
trust of others in the past and even when others have broken 
your trust. Just because someone violated your trust doesn’t 
mean there is no hope for you or your judgment. It goes 
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back to that all-or-nothing thinking we discussed earlier. 
O�en, individuals will see someone they highly respected 
break their trust, and they’ll think, Well, if they can’t be 
trusted, then no one can—including me. �at’s why you have 
to know in your bones that you are on the right path. If 
you’re trusting the process, then you can trust yourself to 
make empowering decisions.

One technique to try is using self-talk reminders, such 
as “I can be trusted,” “I am trustworthy,” or “I have made 
mistakes in the past, but today I am honest and trust-
worthy.” �ese reminders seem simple but can be very chal-
lenging because there are going to be people who remind 
you frequently that you have broken their trust in the past. 
�e fact is, not everyone is going to forgive you for your past 
indiscretions.

You have to know in your own heart and mind that you 
are becoming a new, trustworthy person—regardless of 
what anyone else thinks.

Rebuilding the Trust of Others
Of course, it is important to acknowledge that you have 
violated the trust of others. In doing so, you might be asking, 
How do I regain my loved ones’ trust? Will I ever gain their 
trust back? Will there ever be healing from my past mistakes?

�e reality of the situation is that when trust is violated, 
some people will hold onto resentment, anger, and hostility. 
�e good news is that you can work on regaining their trust 
in a variety of ways. 
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First and foremost, start with your actions. When it comes 
to trust, most people will agree that words have little power; 
your actions do all the talking.  

So, start by being honest with the individual whose trust 
you have broken. It could be through a letter, phone call, or 
a face-to-face encounter. Be straightforward with the indi-
vidual about what occurred and what you did. If you stole 
someone’s jewelry and pawned it to support your addiction, 
tell her. Acknowledge what you did and let her know where 
you are today with regard to your addiction and making 
amends. 

Honesty and candor go a long way in rebuilding trust. Be 
frank with your loved ones about where you are in your �ght 
for sobriety and in your life in general. �at will help them 
trust that you are on the right track and making progress. If 
you are struggling, be honest about that, too. Chances are, 
the people closest to you already know that, and you’ll create 
more trust with honesty than by trying to hide your issues or 
pretending everything is okay.

Honesty doesn’t mean you can’t set boundaries with 
people. In fact, setting boundaries can be a great way to be 
honest! For example, you might choose to let your loved 
ones know up front what you’re comfortable sharing at this 
point in your sobriety and what needs to remain private. 
If you let your mother know that you don’t feel comfort-
able talking about your cravings, but you inform her that 
you want to go to a sober-support meeting or visit with a 
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counselor, then you are being honest and trustworthy while 
protecting your privacy.

Now, here is the tough news: Mom might not believe what 
you say is going on. And that’s where even more honesty 
comes in. To earn her trust, you might invite your mom to 
ride with you to the meeting, advise her that she can call 
your sober support or your counselor, or volunteer to take a 
drug screen upon your return. �ese kinds of things will let 
her know you are working a program. Patience goes hand 
in hand with honesty. Remember, your mom is looking out 
for your best interests, and because you didn’t lose her trust 
overnight, you aren’t going to regain it overnight either.

Another place to set boundaries is with people who are 
using or selling drugs. Simply put: Cut them out of your 
life. People in active addiction will not respect your bound-
aries or your priorities in maintaining health and sobriety. 
Furthermore, your family and friends won’t take your 
recovery seriously if they feel you’re not fully committed to 
moving beyond your unhealthy relationships. 

Rebuilding trust—in yourself and with others—will take 
time. Be patient with yourself and your loved ones, and trust 
that the process is working.
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Melinda’s Story

Melinda completed residential treatment in August 2016 
and recognized that she had many problems related to her 
relationship with her mother. Melinda didn’t want to move 
back in with her mother, but she also didn’t want to go to 
sober living and have to start over again with a new group 
of women. Melinda’s mother told her that if she relapsed, 
she would be kicked out of their home immediately. 
Melinda agreed that she must remain sober in the house.

A few weeks a�er the move, Melinda’s mother told 
Melinda that she’d gone through her belongings because 
she was suspicious that her daughter was using heroin 
again. Melinda informed her mother that she was not 
using heroin and that she felt disrespected that her mom 
would go through her things. Melinda’s mother said she 
would never be able to fully trust Melinda, and Melinda 
moved out in a rage. She said to her mother, “Since you 
think I’m high, I’m going to show you high.”

Melinda relapsed and hasn’t been heard from since. 
�ough her story is very sad, it re	ects the importance of 
respecting the time it takes to rebuild trust with friends and 
family members. It also serves as a reminder of the actions 
people in recovery might need to take to enable others 
to trust them again. We can only wonder where Melinda 
might be had she gone to sober living a�er treatment. 
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For Reflection
•  Identify some individuals you feel you can trust. Why do 

you trust them? What qualities about them make them 
seem trustworthy?

•  Name some people whose trust you would like to earn 
back. What are some things you can do to begin building 
bridges to them? 
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•  When you think about honesty, how do you feel? Does the 
idea of honesty scare you? Challenge you? Make you feel 
free or at ease? What emotions are tied to the idea of being 
honest? 

•  Have you been clear in setting boundaries with your 
friends and family? What is working for you, and where 
do you need to be more honest about your limits and 
expectations? 
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•  Recall a time when you trusted your gut and made a great 
decision, and then remind yourself of this example the 
next time you’re tempted to doubt yourself. 
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Frequently Asked Questions 

Can’t I or my loved one just stop using? What’s the big deal? 
Unfortunately, that’s not how it works. By the time an 
addiction becomes an addiction, there is a reliance upon 
the substance. To put it simply, the person’s brain has been 
“rewired” by the substance, and work needs to be done to set 
it straight. Obviously, this is much more complicated than 
this brief answer, and we encourage you to read through 
this book to get a better grasp on addiction and its compo-
nents. In the meantime, though, start eradicating that belief 
that the solution is telling someone, “Just stop it!” Although 
there are some people out there who have been able to “just 
stop it,” that is not the reality for most. 

Okay, so I need help. What type of treatment do I need? Do 
I really need to go to “rehab”? 
Yay! Recognizing the need for help is a wonderful �rst step! 
�e type of treatment you need is dependent upon a lot 
of factors, though. �e best way to determine which type 
of treatment might be appropriate for you is to seek out 
a clinician or a social services agency and have an assess-
ment done. �ey then can recommend options to you and 
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connect you to resources. And yes, you might need to go to 
“rehab” (we prefer “residential treatment”), and that’s okay. 
A huge mistake many people make is not pursuing the best 
treatment option(s) for them because it’s a big change and 
it’s scary. Don’t hold yourself back. Take the leap! 

Why do I have to follow some type of program? Isn’t my 
addiction unique to me? 
Sort of. �e reasons you use, speci�c issues that contributed 
to or resulted from your use, and the way you process things 
are unique to you, yes. But addiction itself is pretty cut and 
dried: a reliance upon a substance or substances. �ere are 
various ways to approach treating addiction, but again, 
even those are pretty similar: promote abstinence from 
substances, address issues related to use, and then make 
positive changes to support sobriety. If you �nd yourself 
thinking your addiction is so di
erent and unique that there 
isn’t a treatment option out there for you, then honestly, you 
might be using that as an excuse to continue using. 

Will my brain ever go back to “normal”?
Yes and no. Here’s the obvious part: Drugs and alcohol have 
a major impact on the brain and its functions. �e unknown 
parts are exactly how and to what extent drugs and alcohol 
have a
ected your brain. �at depends in part on the types 
or combinations of substances you used. Research provides 
a promising outlook, though, and overall it suggests that 
those who maintain long-term abstinence from substances 
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see improvement (and usually a complete return) of their 
brain functions. 

Will the cravings and urges ever go away?
Maybe. Again, it all depends on the person. Cravings and 
urges are a totally normal thing, and it’s also totally normal 
to have them on occasion even a�er weeks, months, or years 
of sobriety. As we said, the brain is changed by addiction. 
A�er years of dependence on a substance, the brain isn’t 
going to let go that easily. It will take time for cravings to go 
away, but they will eventually. As you take steps away from 
using and learn new coping skills, the urges and cravings 
will lessen. When they do occur, try to see it as an opportu-
nity to learn how to cope with them in a healthy way. Rather 
than see it as a weakness or a sign that you aren’t “getting 
better,” see it as your brain healing and as part of pursuing 
a better life. 

I keep hearing about “ninety meetings in ninety days.” Do I 
have to do that?
A lot of clients ask us this question, and we usually don’t 
give a direct reply because we want people to explore their 
own options. We bring in several types of support groups at 
our treatment centers so people can explore which ones, if 
any, might be helpful for them post-treatment. If you want 
to pursue a ninety-in-ninety because you believe it will be 
bene�cial to your sobriety, then great! Try it out! Here’s the 
thing, though: You also need to be realistic. Do you have the 
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ability to accomplish this goal? If life happens one day and 
prevents you from making it to a meeting, will that cause 
you major distress? �e issue that sometimes occurs with 
ninety-in-ninety is that all-or-nothing thinking creeps in. 
People will miss a meeting and feel ashamed or like they 
failed rather than recognizing the reality of the situation: 
Life happens, mistakes happen, and ninety-in-ninety is a 
choice, not a requirement, for sobriety. 

Is it okay to be in a relationship early in recovery? 
�is is a two-part answer. �e �rst part is for those who are 
already in a relationship. If you are in a relationship while in 
active addiction, a lot of work probably will need to be done 
when entering into sobriety. Whether both of you were in 
addiction or not, addiction brings toxicity into relationships 
that will need to be addressed. �is might mean improving 
communication, ceasing enabling, addressing a lack of trust, 
and so on. Really look at the relationship and your feelings 
toward it. Also, don’t fall into the trap of staying together just 
to stay together. If it’s not working, forcing it will just make 
things more toxic.

For those of you who are single and looking to mingle, 
here’s our take on it: We are not going to throw out a time-
line of when you can be in a relationship. What we can say, 
though, is that you might want to ask yourself some ques-
tions. What are your intentions for entering into a relation-
ship? Are you currently supporting yourself both emotion-
ally and �nancially? Are you able to deal with con	ict in 
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healthy ways? Do you have goals? Will entering into a rela-
tionship jeopardize any of those goals? What we tend to 
see in early recovery is that people enter into relationships 
quickly because it allows them to focus on someone besides 
themselves. It also satis�es the codependency that o�en 
comes with addiction. So be honest with yourself. And if 
you can’t do that, maybe a relationship isn’t the best choice 
right now. 

Can I still hang around my old friends?
We get this question a lot, and it ba�es us. We know it’s di�-
cult to accept, but hanging around old friends with whom 
you used to use is probably one of the worst decisions you 
can make. Hanging out with people who are still in active 
addiction will only keep you in that lifestyle. Even if you 
don’t directly use, you’re surrounding yourself with what 
you are trying to get away from.

Okay, so what if they got sober as well? �at might be 
okay, but we’ve seen many people have issues with this, espe-
cially if the thought patterns and behaviors associated with 
using are still present. Many times, people forget about the 
reality of the past and focus on “the good ol’ days” when 
hanging out with old using friends, and it can lead to some 
dangerous thoughts and/or actions. Be selective about the 
people with whom you surround yourself. Don’t hang out 
with old “friends” just because it’s comfortable and easy. 
Unfortunately, pursuing a sober life is not always comfort-
able and easy, but it is worth it. �e relationships you form in 
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sobriety will be much more meaningful and supportive than 
any based on substance use. 

My loved one is in early recovery. How can I best support 
him? 
First things �rst: Listen to the person. Really listen, without 
any preconceived notions or beliefs. Let your loved one 
communicate with you about his thoughts and feelings 
without judgment. Utilize empathy and understanding to 
bridge connections. �is might be hard, because you might 
not entirely understand where he is coming from. You 
might even have di�culty grasping the concept of addic-
tion, and that’s okay. Seeking to better understand is a great 
step in supporting someone. Maybe even ask how you can 
support your loved one, how you can help when he is strug-
gling. �e truth is, your loved one will struggle, and having 
a solid and nonjudgmental support system is a wonderful 
asset in sobriety.

Now, we want to make it clear that we don’t associate 
“support” with “money.” We are talking about emotional 
support here. Your monetary support is entirely up to you, 
and we encourage you to set boundaries with it.

�at leads us to this advice: Take care of yourself! 
Addiction is not a single-person issue; it extends outward. 
Your loved one living with addiction probably had a huge 
e
ect on you. Looking at your own issues and the stresses 
that arose during that time will be very helpful for you. 
Seeking out counseling and support groups for families 




