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INTRODUCTION
Recovering from drug or alcohol addiction isn’t a straightforward path. 
An individual who goes through the rehabilitation process can expect to 
encounter some level of failure on their way to becoming “clean.” 

In fact, 40-60% of those who attempt to quit drug or alcohol abuse 
will experience a relapse, where they resume using the substance that 
caused them so much strife in the first place.1 To complicate matters 
further, persons who have relapsed usually try to conceal their substance 
use. Friends and family may be completely unaware of the problem. 

Relapsed addicts tend to display certain behaviors that point to a 
renewed struggle with substance abuse. If your loved one is recovering 
from drug or alcohol addiction, learning how to recognize these 
behaviors can help you ensure that he or she is staying on the right 
course. 

What follows is a brief overview of common signs of relapse. Although a 
given individual will probably not show all the signs mentioned here, it is 
likely that one or more behaviors is present. 
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Unhealthy Social Relationships
For many addicts, their substance abuse grew out of, and was supported by, their social circle. Their 
drug or alcohol abuse was shared by a peer group for whom this behavior was normal.

That’s why the recovery process generally requires the former addict to separate themselves from 
their acquaintances who encouraged their substance abuse. However, relapsed persons often try 
to get together with their old crowd from their days as an addict—which can easily lead to relapse. 

Often, the relapsed individual will vocally reminisce about the “good times” they had in the past, and 
attempt to downplay the severity of their substance abuse history.
If an individual with a history of drug/alcohol abuse insists on meeting up with old acquaintances, 
they should be encouraged to do so only in a venue that does not permit the consumption of these 
substances. 

Alternatively, individuals who have relapsed will frequently try to isolate themselves from friends and 
family to avoid being found out. When a former addict suddenly begins spending a lot of time alone, 
this can be a sign of relapse.
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USE OF OTHER ADDICTING 
SUBSTANCES
Sometimes, an individual recovering from addiction to one substance will begin experimenting with 
another—e.g., a former alcoholic may start to use cocaine or prescription medications.

Because they have no history of addiction with that particular substance, the person in recovery 
may feel that this kind of experimentation is relatively safe. They may believe that they will be able to 
cope more easily with their persistent cravings for alcohol or a certain drug by finding an alternative. 
That is a misconception, however. 

Aside from the health risks posed by using a dangerous substance, experimentation of this nature 
could easily lower the individual’s inhibitions relating to substance abuse in general and pave the 
way for a relapse. 

A similar phenomenon is the attempt to take “moderate” amounts of the substance that the 
individual has been trying to abstain from. A lot of persons in recovery try to convince themselves 
that this will keep temptation from becoming unbearable. 
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Others may have sincerely convinced themselves that, having enjoyed a measure of success with 
their rehab program, they can now manage their drug or alcohol consumption. This is another 
misconception. “Just one drink” has caused many to relapse. Recovery from addiction is an 
ongoing process.

In some instances, an individual who has relapsed will, if caught, justify their consumption as a one-
off incident, when in fact they have secretly returned to full-blown substance abuse. Whether they 
have fully relapsed or have fallen victim to just one or two “incidents,” it’s important to understand 
that the individual can still get back on the road to recovery.
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DETERIORATION OF PHYSICAL 
APPEARANCE
Drug addiction typically takes a heavy toll on an individual’s physical appearance. For instance, it 
is widely recognized by the public that methamphetamine use leads to a progressive decay of the 
user’s teeth, known as “meth mouth.” 

Meth contains acid that destroys tooth enamel; it also tends to foster xerostomia (dry mouth), which 
removes the protective oral benefits derived from saliva. This eventually leads to blackened, rotted 
teeth. 

Poor oral health is often seen in persons who have fallen back into drug use—not just 
methamphetamine. Addicts often fail to brush their teeth on a regular schedule, which can lead to 
cavities, gum disease, and other health complications affecting the mouth. They frequently have 
bad breath. A decline in oral health can point to a relapse, particularly in those who generally took 
care of their teeth in the past.

Other kinds of adverse changes to physical appearance can occur as well. Persons struggling with 
drug addictio nmay avoid bathing or showering, and in many instances their clothing is unwashed 
and unkempt as well. 

Their disordered appearance tends to be reflected in their living environment. The bedroom of a 
relapsed individual can become extremely messy, with items carelessly strewn about the floor. Even 
possessions that were previously cherished may get such thoughtless treatment. Many times, 
the relapsed individual will seem to be unaware that anything is amiss with their appearance or 
environment.
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DEFENSIVENESS
Secrecy is one of the most prevalent characteristics among relapsed individuals. If they have 
returned to their old habits, they are probably fearful of being discovered. They may feel shame over 
their relapse, believing that it makes them seem “weak,” or that it constitutes a betrayal of those 
close to them. In some cases, they may even be subject to legal penalties if their substance use is 
exposed. 

For these reasons, persons who have relapsed may become offended or outraged when asked 
if they have returned to their old habits. In reality, they’re just trying to avoid scrutiny. Often, their 
reaction to being questioned about a possible relapse is far more vehement than is reasonably 
warranted. 

Anyone who has undergone drug or alcohol treatment understands that relapse is a very real 
possibility, so an individual who has successfully adhered to the treatment plan is unlikely to react 
dramatically to any queries or comments about the matter. Therefore, an angry or irritated response 
may indicate that the individual has relapsed or is on the verge of doing so.
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PHYSICAL SYMPTOMS OF DRUG/
ALCOHOL USE
Persons who have relapsed will often begin displaying tell-tale symptoms of addiction, which can 
vary according to the type of substance they are using, as well as the physical characteristics of 
the individual. Learning to recognize these signs is important for anyone monitoring the recovery 
process of a person who has a history of drug or alcohol addiction. Here are a few physical signs 
associated with relapse:
• Sleeping too much, too little, or at irregular times
• Pupils of abnormal size (too large or too small)
• Bloodshot or red eyes
• “Glassy” eyes
• Dry mouth
• Chronic coughing
• Twitchiness
• Frequent vomiting
• Frequent runny nose
• Itchy skin
• Slurred speech
• Hyperactivity or hypoactivity
• Unexplained injuries (e.g., bruises)
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Not all of these symptoms are likely to be present in any one individual. Specific symptoms depend 
on the kinds of substances the person is abusing. For example, slurred speech can indicate the 
abuse of alcohol or barbiturates. Nosebleeds may be evidence that the person is snorting cocaine, 
methamphetamines, or another substance that is inhaled through the nose.
Certain types of substances are associated with specific signs and symptoms. Here are a few 
examples:

Ecstasy – Involuntary teeth clenching, recurrent muscle cramps, sensitivity to light.

Ice – Habitual picking at skin.

Inhalants – Rash around the nose and mouth, odor of paint on the breath.

Intravenous (IV) drugs – “Track marks”—scars from repeated injections—on the forearm, usually the 
non-dominant one. (Be aware, however, that many recovering IV users have old track marks that did 
not heal well.)
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POOR EATING HABITS
The relapsed individual will frequently begin eating too much or too little. Persons in the throes of 
addiction are often unmindful of their physical health, and this is frequently reflected in their eating 
habits. For instance, methamphetamine addiction is characterized by a substantially decreased 
interest in food, while marijuana has the opposite effect (“the munchies”).

For many persons, eating is a way of coping with stress, so an abrupt increase in food consumption 
may be a sign that they are struggling with recovery. Others may substantially decrease their food 
intake, which can be an indicator that they have resumed substance abuse. Over- and undereating 
are also common symptoms of depression, a common trigger for relapse.

A lot of people in recovery have a history of neglecting healthy eating. For them, adhering to 
poor dietary practices may be simply a long-established routine that has persisted even after 
abandoning substance abuse. Individuals in this situation should be encouraged to eat more 
healthily. 
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IMPULSIVE BEHAVIOR
A sudden manifestation of reckless activity can signify a relapse. These kinds of undesirable 
behaviors can include reckless driving, gambling, or getting into physical altercations with others. 
If these actions are out of the ordinary for the individual, and have emerged rapidly, then it could 
indicate a return to consumption of drugs or alcohol. Persons who are under the influence of these 
substances often display poor decision-making capabilities, which leads to the aforementioned 
behavior.

The relationship between impulsivity and drug/alcohol addiction is in many ways a two-way 
street. There is evidence that persons with a genetic disposition for impulsive behavior are more 
susceptible to drug and alcohol addiction. One study has linked a gene variant for the cAMP-
response element modulator protein to impulsivity and a higher risk of substance abuse disorders.2 
However, substance abuse can also aggravate impulsivity and stimulate hazardous behavior that an 
individual would normally avoid. 

That’s why it’s important not to summarily dismiss episodes of impulsive behavior as merely an 
individual’s “nature,” even if they have a history of such conduct. Look for behavior that seems to go 
beyond what might be reasonably expected from the individual. 



20Signs of Relapse in Your Loved One

EXCESSIVE 
SPENDING8



21Signs of Relapse in Your Loved One

EXCESSIVE SPENDING
A person who has resumed spending money on drugs or alcohol can easily run into financial 
trouble. Drugs are expensive; it’s not uncommon for addicted individuals to spend over $100 per 
day on their habit. For most people, this is an unsustainable level of spending that tends to produce 
a variety of negative consequences. 

Relapsed individuals often begin to neglect paying bills on time, as those funds end up getting 
diverted to the purchase of drugs or alcohol. Due to their chronic shortage of funds, they frequently 
pester friends and family for small loans. They may also sell personal possessions to sustain their 
addiction, or even steal from others. Through it all, they tend to be secretive about their spending 
habits in order to conceal the true cause of their financial problems.

For some individuals in recovery, their spending sprees are a type of compulsive behavior that 
stem from stress. One problem with this as a coping strategy is that financial issues brought on by 
excessive spending could trigger a relapse. If an individual persists in wasting money on frivolous 
items, they should be encouraged to scale back their expenditures. 
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MOODINESS
Persons on the verge of relapse may display symptoms of anxiety or depression. One of the most 

common of these signs is isolation—the relapsed individual suddenly begins spending a lot of 
time away from the company of other people. They may also abandon social activities that were 
previously a source of pleasure (e.g., going to the movies). 

Other common signs of depression include irritability, erratic sleep patterns, and difficulty 
concentrating. Persons who are going through psychological turmoil of this nature are at high risk 
for experiencing a relapse, as these individuals likely have a history of turning to substance abuse to 
combat negative feelings.
In many cases, individuals lose confidence in rehabilitation and psychologically withdraw from the 
process, even if they continue to attend scheduled meetings. This is a phenomenon that is often 
referred to as “mental relapse,” and it occurs just before the individual begins resuming drug or 
alcohol use. 

Many people in this state, on the verge of returning to substance abuse, begin making derisive 
comments about their rehab program. It could also be part of a larger pattern of pessimism and 
negativism in their demeanor, which is another warning sign of relapse. 
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CONCLUSION
The good news is that a relapse is not irreversible. Your loved one 
should understand that this is a common occurrence, and not a 
reason to become consumed by feelings of guilt or hopelessness. 
Be compassionate with them; make sure that they realize that 
there is no shame in seeking out help.
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ABOUT BRITELIFE RECOVERY
Located in the heart of Hilton Head Island, SC, BriteLife is a drug 
and alcohol rehab center that offers customized treatment 
programs to persons recovering from addiction. BriteLife is a dual 
diagnosis facility, treating addiction as well as any secondary 
disorders contributing to it. 

https://briteliferecovery.com/
https://briteliferecovery.com/
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