
Is this normal?  My boyfriend recently went through treatment and now we don't have sex very often.  If this change is normal, how long will it last?


 It is common and it is hard to say how long this change will last.  In early recovery, so many changes come about in the addict's closest relationships.  In addiction when you are drinking/using, you are medicating feelings before they get very far.  


You probably remember when you were a kid and your mom put ambesol on your tooth or your gums when you had a tooth ache.  The ambesol numbed out that ache--for awhile.  When it wears off the pain comes back with a vengeance. This is what happens in addiction.  The addict numbs out those emotions--for awhile--with the chemical.  In recovery, as the chemical is wearing off (detox), the feelings start to come back--in full force and stronger.  The addict is barraged with emotion.  The addict who has been numbing those feelings, does not know what to do with them.   They try to use all kinds of other ways to deal with them besides drinking/using.  


They may spend a lot of energy and time trying to figure them out.  Addicts also know that their relationships have changed and have to change.  During all of these changes, the addict also has to figure out how they fit in their relationships.  They probably don't know what it is that they are shooting for in the way of change.  Identity changes in early recovery and keeps changing as the person continues into and beyond the next stages of recovery.  Relationship skills and living skills have to be developed.  


Sexual behavior is an area that encompasses several target areas for recovery.  It involves feelings, power, identity issues, communication, risking and vulnerability.  These are all areas that recovering addicts are called upon to make changes in.  Probably in much the same way that kids in alcoholic families will often change up the roles that they play in the addict's early recovery, not knowing what they are supposed to be doing, the addict is simply changing up their behavior.  We observe that alcoholics that enjoy an active sex life before treatment and recovery often initially have a much less active sex life in early recovery.  Conversely, the relationship that doesn't have much sex before treatment, will often be more active in recovery.   


I can only hazard a guess at the explanation, which is, that they know that they are supposed to be doing something differently, but don't know what it is that they are supposed to be doing.  People get really self-conscious in early recovery, and with time, that self-consciousness will be reduced.  A classic example is the newly recovering person who was once a witty and a brilliant story teller.  In early recovery, she is so aware of trying to be completely honest, that she cannot tell a story from beginning to end, without second guessing, correcting, and in short completely sabotaging the socially entertaining story.  As she settles into recovery, she is more able to differentiate telling the truth from telling a story in a social setting, and is once again able to be the brilliant story teller she once was, without her intense hyper self-scrutiny.  Yet, she is still acting within her own value system.        


Another thing happens in early recovery as well.  Sex can be a kind of barometer for relationship issues.  As the addict is trying to figure out how they fit into relationships of their lives, they often question their feelings about the relationships that they are in, and may move toward getting out of some relationships--at least temporarily.  We see this with spouses, siblings, work relationships, and parent/child relationships.  Eventually, the addict usually is able to work through their feelings and chooses to restore their relationship (if the other person has not moved on).  People who leave marriages in early recovery usually come to regret their decision.


If this is what is happening in your relationship, the best thing to do is to learn about addiction and recovery, learn how to communicate well and effectively listen, and to work on a recovery of your own.  All of this can begin with AlAnon.  Look in the local newspaper for the AlAnon meetings near you.  There is often a list of clubs, meetings, support groups published in the Sunday edition.  If your newspaper does not do this, call any local treatment center and they can tell you when and where the meetings are.  There is also a listing on the internet.      
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