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Praise for  Sober Siblings


“An essential, straightforward, timely and compassionate guide for anyone whose brother or sister suffers from alcoholism.”

—MAIA SZALAVITZ, ASSOCIATE PRODUCER, MOYERS ON ADDICTION: CLOSE TO HOME,  COAUTHOR OF RECOVERY OPTIONS: THE COMPLETE GUIDE

 
 
“Written from love and informed by science, Sober Siblings  informs and guides readers through the tragedy of addiction. The team of Olsen and Levounis is reminiscent of Bill W. and Dr. Bob, who created a remarkable social network of compassionate help from personal pain and suffering. Sober Siblings pays attention to the brothers and sisters in families that have been touched by addiction. This is a beautifully written and organized book. It has a wonderful blend of information, personal stories, straightforward direction, and a good dose of caring. I recommend this book for anyone from any family whose life has been touched by addiction; perhaps more accurately, I recommend this book for everyone. Sober Siblings will help those with addiction, those who live with and love them, and the siblings who often get caught in the family crossfire that typically accompanies addiction.”

—HOWARD J. SHAFFER, PH.D., C.A.S., ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR, HARVARD MEDICAL SCHOOL; DIRECTOR, DIVISION ON ADDICTIONS, THE CAMBRIDGE HEALTH ALLIANCE

“Pat Olsen’s personal story and Petros Levounis’ expertise combine for a thoughtful, compelling, and necessary guide. With real-life anecdotes and practical advice, this is a great addition to the field.”

—STEPHEN ROSS M.D., DIRECTOR, DIVISION OF ALCOHOLISM AND DRUG ABUSE,

BELLEVUE HOSPITAL, NY

 
 
“Utilizing both personal and research-based examples, Pat Olsen and Petros Levounis take us into the little explored and often overlooked realm of the ‘other’ (sober) sibling. Their respectful and realistic approach is candid, humane and practical, covering subjects ranging from choosing the relationship desired with your actively abusing sibling to self empowerment and the choice to disconnect.”

—NICOLE J. CARROLL, MSW, LCSW
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To Ann and Katherine, without whom this book would not have been written

—PAT OLSEN

 
To my family—Jenny, Panos, George, and Lukas


—PETROS LEVOUNIS






Foreword

Alcoholism is an insidious disease: It sneaks up on its victims and their families when we don’t expect it. And it is seldom recognized for what it is—a debilitating and damaging illness that destroys a person’s relationships, emotional and physical health, and sense of belongingness—until the damage is severe enough that the whole family feels immobilized by it. In the 1980s and 1990s, Anne Smith introduced us to Grandchildren of Alcoholics;  Robert Ackerman, in his book Children of Alcoholics, explained to us the extent of family alcoholism’s deleterious impact on early development; and Claudia Black, in Double Duty, helped us understand that among children of alcoholics, those with brothers or sisters feel less isolated because they have siblings who share their struggles. Now, a decade or so later, Pat Olsen and Petros Levounis have broadened the discussion with a serious look at the pain, the sadness, and the sense of loss and anger that siblings can experience when a brother or sister becomes an addict.

We know that siblings have a unique relationship that is automatically and positively fostered in a healthy family where honesty and trust and appropriate, loving support are provided throughout a child’s critical developmental years. In alcoholic families, however, the relationship—though still unique—is often based on shared survival in a confusing, irrational, and frightening  environment. The stories that weave through this compelling book reveal a variety of families and sibling relationships; the common thread is that each sibling has recognized a brother or sister’s alcoholism and has taken a particular path to recovery.

When an adult sibling slips into the family disease, feelings of denial and betrayal easily surface, followed by a sense of estrangement and hopelessness that can be devastating. The anger over the loss of a family member who “should have known better” is seen throughout the stories. Many brothers and sisters of alcoholics grow up without the knowledge and skills needed to confront and address alcoholism effectively in an adult sibling.

The authors help us understand that we can hate the disease that has hurt our family and still show love and support for those who are suffering, that it is important to learn about alcoholism and how to address it effectively, and that acknowledging the impact of the disease is the first step to recognizing what is necessary for personal recovery from the pain and losses it causes. Family recovery can be lifelong, and this book provides many suggestions for getting help for your sibling, your family, and yourself. Al-Anon, for example, can help provide the emotional stability needed for that recovery. And family intervention can be the catalyst for change, for recovery of a beloved sibling and his or her own family, and for the healing of the ruptured sibling relationship. There are other options for healing as well. Indeed, these pages offer much in the way of hope and help—for both you and your sibling.

—Sis Wenger, president and CEO of the National Association for Children of Alcoholics (NACoA)






Introduction

To love an alcoholic is to watch in despair as that person sinks to a level he would never willingly choose. Alcoholism robs people of their dreams and their self-respect. It can severely damage their bodies and brains, and left untreated, it can kill. It can also devastate the lives of the people who love them.

Both my brothers are alcoholics. This is the book I wish had existed years ago, for I surely could have used it. My relationship with each of my siblings—or the lack thereof—has informed my life. I’ve found that others like me have strong feelings about their sibling relationships, too, no matter how long their brothers or sisters have been drinking, or how long since they’ve stopped. As a journalist who often writes about health, I’ve written about numerous alcoholics over the years. I told my brothers I wanted to write about our story to help other siblings and they each gave me their blessing.

Picture a cross between actors Jim Carrey and James Woods, and that’s what my younger brother Ted looks like. Think of Chuck Norris who’s in the Total Gym Fitness infomercial on TV and you’ve got an idea of my older brother Steve. Or at least that’s how they might look if they hadn’t abused their bodies. My brothers’ years of heavy drinking—and in Ted’s case, other drug  use—have caught up with them. Neither of them looks very healthy today.

Ted lives in New York State, a few hours from where we grew up in New Jersey, where I still live. Two years ago he spent twelve days in intensive care after taking some street drugs—he’s dually addicted. For a time, it was unclear whether he would pull through. Afterward, he was aphasic (unable to speak or understand speech) and the doctors thought he might need long-term care. I visited him on the brain injury ward of the medical center he was sent to, and since then I’ve talked to him from time to time. He recuperated from the major brain damage, but he still suffers from short-term memory loss. The whole incident threw me for a loop, although I can’t say it was unexpected. I’d been dreading something like that for years.

My older brother Steve lives in Georgia. The last time I saw him, three years ago, he was seriously ill with pancreatitis, which is often associated with alcohol abuse. Steve had been sober for more than five years but started drinking again. His relapse, on top of Ted’s latest escapade, felt like the second blow of a one-two punch. He’s been in and out of the hospital ever since the pancreatitis, blaming his admissions on everything from a bad flu to gastritis—which also can be caused by heavy drinking. Once he said the doctors didn’t know what his problem was. He’d simply been avoiding the obvious. When he learned that his latest diagnosis was complications of cirrhosis, Steve could no longer deny the problem. He said that now he’d really have to stop drinking.

Alcoholism has tromped on every aspect of my brothers’ lives. Ted has been in rehab seven or eight times. His wife left  him several years ago and he has no job and no money. He lives in Section 8 housing and gets food from a food bank. He’s been trying to obtain government financial assistance to live on while also scouting for multimillion-dollar commercial properties, presenting them to interested investors, and offering to manage the financial arrangements. Ted has had several businesses over the years, which have probably given him more freedom to indulge in substance abuse than if he tried to hold a job. Now he says he prefers to go after the big money rather than work a menial job just to bring in money. We have a difference of opinion on the wisdom of this.

Steve worked as a telemarketer for the last few years, but when his illnesses kept him out of work he couldn’t keep up payments on his car and motorcycle and they were repossessed. He receives social security and a small pension and does little but sit around all day. As with many people who are sick and depressed, his hygiene isn’t always what it should be. In one three-month period, he resided in an assisted-living facility, rented a room in a friend’s house, and shared his son’s apartment. Some months ago I sent him a list of missions offering shelter in his area, should it come to that.

My brothers have few intimate relationships, they seem isolated, and I’m certain these are not the lives they envisioned for themselves. Whenever I think of their unfulfilled potential, their current state, and how it didn’t have to be this way, powerful emotions are churned up inside of me. Equally painful has been the disconnected relationship we’ve had because of their alcohol addiction. Although a friend tells me it’s impossible to miss  something you never had, I feel the loss of a close relationship with them, and I’m not the only sober sibling who can say that.

There are almost 18 million alcoholics or people who abuse alcohol in the United States—many, if not most, of whom have brothers and sisters.1 Like alcoholics, we sober siblings are dispersed across all economic classes, age brackets, and walks of life. Even former presidents Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton know the pain of having an alcoholic sibling (or one who abuses alcohol). No one whose sibling has the disease comes away unscathed, but attention tends to be focused on the alcoholic or on other family members, such as their children or spouses. Yet, whether they like it or not, siblings have a unique bond with each other, and the way in which alcoholism twists that bond deserves special study. To ignore us sober siblings is to omit an important part of the disease’s effects.

Your sibling may have just started experiencing problems as a result of his drinking, or he may have been drinking for years. Perhaps he has years of sobriety under his belt, or maybe he’s newly sober. He may have relapsed several times. He may even no longer be living, but memories of your relationship linger. Your brother or sister may also be addicted to other substances and suffer from additional mental disorders. There may be other alcoholism in your family as well.

Like me, you may have watched your sibling zigzag from crisis to crisis. At times, you may have been angry, sad, embarrassed, and ashamed about things he’s done. You may have beseeched him to stop drinking, avoided him, given him money, answered rambling phone calls late at night, cared for his children, or done any of a number of other things siblings of alcoholics do. Perhaps you’ve taken part in an intervention in the hope your sibling would enter rehab, or you may consider it in the future.

It is through my own experience, along with stories from other siblings of alcoholics, and aided by the wisdom of an addiction specialist, that I explore the effects of alcoholism on the sibling relationship in the pages that follow. In particular, the book covers the nature and importance of the sibling bond, the experiences and feelings common to sober siblings, and other disorders that may accompany the disease. It also offers effective ways of communicating, surveys the types of support available, provides practical tips, and explores coming to terms with having an alcoholic sibling.

Among the numerous sober siblings I spoke to while writing this book, four share center stage. Rebecca, an aide for the mentally disabled in California who hopes to become a psychologist one day, has a brother who’s alcoholic. Kate is a mental health administrator in New York with an alcoholic sister. Bruce, a systems analyst in the Northwest, has two alcoholic brothers. Kristen, an administrative assistant at a Maryland pharmaceutical company who is studying to be a nurse, has a sister who is alcoholic. They, too, want to help others and have offered their experiences and reflections with that hope in mind.

Dr. Petros Levounis, director of The Addiction Institute of New York and chief of Addiction Psychiatry at St. Luke’s and Roosevelt Hospitals in New York City, has lent his expertise to this effort, providing extensive insight into siblings’ experiences. His direct involvement in addiction treatment programs along with his own private clinical practice have allowed him to examine  many family members’ addictions firsthand. Indeed, this book is much enhanced by his citations of current medical findings and his helpful observations and analysis.

A wealth of new information about the disease has been uncovered in recent years, and we have provided what we think is cutting-edge information. However, this book is not a substitute for a licensed therapist or the many support facilities available, nor is it meant to be an exhaustive investigation of alcoholism and its effects on sober siblings. It’s not meant to criticize your family members, either. But having a brother or sister who’s an alcoholic can be difficult at best, and sober siblings are entitled to their feelings. I try to keep one thought foremost in my mind: No one chooses to become an alcoholic. As one young person hooked on alcohol put it: “It’s the only disease I get yelled at for having.” No one would have blamed him if he got cancer or diabetes. Adult alcoholics suffer from the same discrimination as that teen.

There are those who believe that alcoholics simply have no willpower—that if they had more “character,” they would just stop drinking. However, the American Psychiatric Association has classified alcoholism as a disease, which means, in part, that it has identifiable symptoms and follows a progression. And like any other disease, it cannot simply be “willed away.” In recent years, research scientists have discovered that alcohol actually changes the brain, which explains why alcoholism is so difficult to treat. The good news, however, is that scientists’ greater understanding portends hope for future treatments.

The medical community often uses the terms “alcoholism,” “alcohol addiction,” and “alcohol dependence” interchangeably.

We use the same convention throughout the book, although in some instances we define these terms further. Note, too, that to be as inclusive as possible we’ve alternated the use of “he” and “she” between chapters. If you would like some basic information about alcoholism, please see Appendix A. Resources such as the names of books, support groups, and other organizations can be found in Appendix B.

To protect their privacy, siblings’ names and identifying details have been changed. Also, my family’s history is my version of events, as I recall them. My brothers may remember things differently and may disagree with some of my views.

We hope the sober siblings’ stories and comments in this book will make you ponder a number of questions. What type of relationship do you want with your sibling? Are you interacting as effectively as possible, knowing your brother or sister has a disease? How much are you willing to do to help your sibling? How much should you do? What is your responsibility to your brother or sister, if any? Are you focused on your sibling to the detriment of your own life? How can you change that? Finally, what positive traits do you have because you’re the sibling of an alcoholic?

We can’t guarantee that this book will change your relationship with your brother or sister. In matters of alcohol dependence, there are no easy answers. But our hope is that it will help you gain a greater awareness of your situation, make you realize that you’re not alone, and provide examples from which to learn. We also hope this book will help remove some of the stigma that surrounds alcoholism. Finally, it’s our wish that Sober Siblings  will provide support and help you cope as you navigate this difficult path—your journey with your alcohol-dependent sibling.

—Patricia Olsen

—Petros Levounis, MD, MA
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Uneasy Triad: My Sibling, the Bottle, and Me

You can’t swing a cat and not find someone affected by drugs and alcohol, whether it’s indirectly through the pocketbook or directly through someone they love.

—MARTIN SHEEN, ACTOR

 
 
 
 
 
Ask people the first word that comes to mind when they hear the word “sibling” and some will say “rivalry.” Others may answer “bond” or “soulmate.” Some siblings are best friends, while others are distant and have little contact. Same-sex siblings are usually closest, according to experts, but age differences, geographical distance, and dissimilar temperaments affect the relationship, too. The only given seems to be that the connection changes during various life stages, as psychotherapists Stephen Bank and Michael Kahn note in their seminal book  The Sibling Bond.1


No matter what the relationship between brothers and sisters, one fact remains: Siblings have a tie like no other. Even if  we’ve never been close to our sibling, having the same parents (whether biological or through adoption or marriage) makes the sibling connection—or the lack of it—one of the most significant in our lives. According to writer Anna Quindlen, siblings have possibly the most complex relationship in life,2 while author Stephen Bank describes the bond as “life’s longest relationship, longer . . . for the [sic] most of us . . . than our ties to our parents. It lasts longer than our relationship with our children, certainly longer than with a spouse, and with the exception of a few lucky men and women, longer than with a best friend.”3 We can hold  grudges against a sibling, or we can miss them terribly, long after they die.


Nonfiction Books About Siblings


The Sister Knot: Why We Fight, Why We’re Jealous, and Why We’ll Love Each Other No Matter What by Terry Apter



Brother to a Dragonfly by Will Campbell


 
Recovering From the Loss of a Sibling by Katherine Fair Donnelly


 
About My Sisters by Debra Ginsberg



The Sibling Bond by Stephen Bank and Michael Kahn


 
Special Siblings: Growing Up With Someone With a Disability  by Mary McHugh


 
The Accidental Bond: The Power of Sibling Relationships  by Susan Merrell



The History of Swimming by Kim Powers


 
The Normal One: Life With a Difficult or Damaged Sibling  by Jeanne Safer


 
Riding the Bus With My Sister by Rachel Simon



Three Weeks With My Brother by Micah Sparks and Nicholas Sparks  
Brothers and Keepers: A Memoir by John Edgar Wideman




In The Normal One: Life with a Difficult or Damaged Sibling, psychotherapist Jeanne Safer explains that your “siblings are your first peers.”4 In a sense, your brother or sister is “the other you.” The two of you (or the three of you, and so on) mirror each other. But for siblings whose brothers or sisters become alcoholics, the mirror is cracked. A sibling’s alcoholism twists the bond, with profound effects on the sober brother or sister. We often feel betrayed; disappointed in our siblings; robbed of what might have been a lifelong, intimate relationship; guilty that we escaped the disease; embarrassed by their behavior; and resentful when we’re called on to help. I’ve experienced these emotions and more, and you may have as well.

From Hansel and Gretel to the Waltons to the Hardy Boys, we’re inundated in literature and popular culture with images of close sibling bonds. But if a brother or sister falls prey to alcoholism and perhaps abuses other substances or has other disorders (which often accompany the disease), the reality is far different. As Safer says, “A damaged brother or sister will never be a peer, a companion, or a confidant.”5


For years, whenever anyone asked me how I had escaped the disease when both my brothers (in fact, all my family members) were alcoholic, I was stymied. While I always said I must have taken a hard look at the chaos around me and decided I wasn’t going to let the same thing happen to me, that’s only part of it.

My brother Ted once told me that I can never understand what addiction has been like for him. That’s certainly true. But I  doubt he can ever know what his and Steve’s addiction has meant to me, either. And I’m not alone. In 2006, HBO, USA Today,  and Gallup conducted a poll of nearly 1,000 people who were related to someone with a drug or alcohol addiction. Several of the results are telling:• “Emotional and Devastating/Horrible” were the words most often used to describe the effects of a family member’s addiction.

• Almost half of U.S. adults related to someone suffering from the disease of drug or alcohol addiction say they have felt a sense of shame about that family member’s addiction.

• Seven out of ten U.S. adults related to someone suffering from the disease of drug or alcohol addiction say that the family member’s addiction has had a major or minor effect on their emotional or mental health.

• Nearly 10 percent of those who say a family member’s addiction has had a major negative impact on their financial situation say they have had to take out a loan or run up credit-card bills as a direct result of this addiction.

• About a fifth of those who say a family member’s addiction has had a major negative impact on their marriage, family relationships, or emotional health say they sought professional counseling.

• While half of U.S. adults with a family member suffering from the disease of drug or alcohol addiction say this addiction has brought their family closer, a third feel it has pushed them apart.

• One third of U.S. adults with a family member suffering from the disease of drug or alcohol addiction say the addiction has caused estrangement among family members.6 



 
These results illustrate not only the havoc the disease wreaks but also the fact that family members today are more willing to give voice to their feelings than was the case in the past. In turn, this helps to lessen the stigma surrounding the disease.


 
Dr. Levounis says:


In some of the sober siblings’ stories in this book, either more than one sibling is dependent on alcohol or one or both parents drank. By now the addiction community is convinced that alcohol dependence has a genetic component; if a parent or sibling is alcoholic, then other siblings have a considerably higher chance of becoming alcoholic as well.

My point is not that there’s a 100 percent certainty this will happen. Other factors, such as the environment the person is raised in, play a role. However, one of the strongest arguments for the genetic basis of alcoholism has been gleaned from studies on twins who have been adopted by different families and raised apart. In a majority of these cases, researchers found that if a sibling is alcoholic, then an identical twin brother (who has identical genes) has a higher chance of also being alcoholic than a fraternal twin brother (who has somewhat similar but not identical genes), even though they didn’t grow up together. Often overlooked, the genetic link is a strong predictor of someone’s risk for getting the disease—at times, stronger than the environment in which one is brought up.

Tolerance, or how much a person can drink before feeling its effects, is also influenced by genetics. The genes that code for how much alcohol tolerance a person has seem to parallel the genes that code for the risk of developing the disease of alcoholism. The more drinks it takes a person to get drunk, the higher that person’s risk of becoming an alcoholic. It’s not necessarily a cause-and-effect relationship, however. Having high tolerance for alcohol is not necessarily the reason someone becomes an alcoholic, and being an alcoholic does not necessarily mean that one has high tolerance. But it seems there is a strong genetic association between being an alcoholic and having high tolerance.

So, if your college-age brother who drinks heavily were to make an appointment with me (or, as is more likely, be mandated to see me by a college counselor as a condition of his probation), he might say, “Doc, I have absolutely nothing to fear—I can have a six-pack and not even feel it. In fact, I can drink everyone under the table at the fraternity house. Therefore, I’ll never become an alcoholic like my father or my older brother.” He’s totally wrong. What he describes actually puts him at the highest risk for alcoholism. He is likely to have a genetic predisposition for alcohol dependence but is being deceived by his ability to drink and not get drunk. He’s also in an environment known for binge drinking, which adds a layer of social and environmental risk to his life.

The genetic component of the disease further indicates that alcoholism is not a moral failing. Understanding that your sibling inherited a predisposition to alcohol dependence hopefully can allow for a realistic yet compassionate approach to his illness. Try to keep the genetic aspect of the disease in mind when you’re having a difficult time with your family member’s drinking.



It’s not always easy to remember that alcoholism has a genetic basis when you’re fed up with your sibling. Also, educating yourself about the disease does not remove your sibling’s responsibility for getting treatment. Just as a person with diabetes or asthma has the responsibility to get help for his illness, so an alcoholic does as well.

Some of us are further along than others in our knowledge of the disease and in accepting that our siblings “got hooked” and absolving them of blame. While there are many voices of siblings throughout this book, below you will meet four whose stories appear most often. As you will see, they exhibit varying connections with their alcoholic brother or sister. You may relate to only some parts of their narratives, or your experience may be totally different from the ones described; but what you will share with all four is having a brother or sister whose life has been ruled by alcohol.




Kristen 

Kristen Morgan, 26, a secretary at a Michigan pharmaceutical company, is studying to be a nurse. Kristen grew up surrounded by alcoholism. Her mother has been in recovery for fifteen years but her stepfather, whom she adored, died two years ago of alcohol-related complications. Her half-sister Jenna started drinking and taking drugs when she was 14 and, though just 20 now, has already had several stays in rehab. Jenna got married at 18 but is estranged from her husband and is waitressing and moving from friend’s house to friend’s house. Kristen doesn’t see much of a future for her sister unless Jenna makes a rigorous effort to change.

Her early years with her sister are a blur. The two of them were just trying to survive within a chaotic and sometimes frightening  household. Kristen wishes she had more of a relationship with her sister and has reached out to her, but Jenna wants nothing to do with her. “I think she’s embarrassed by her life. I’ve always done better than she has, and I think that makes her feel bad,” Kristen said.




Bruce 

Bruce Cartwright is a 40-year-old systems analyst in Washington State. He’s one of three brothers who were distant even before two of them started drinking heavily in high school. Joe, 45, drank heavily for fifteen years and Nick, 47, has never stopped. Both brothers were “the antithesis of what someone would hope for in a big brother,” he wrote in an e-mail, and he still resents them. “They weren’t there for me in any of the ways older brothers should be,” Bruce added. “They could have done better.” Their drinking, when it did start, caused an even greater rift. They crashed several of their cars and were always in trouble, and Bruce quickly tired of their irresponsibility.

Bruce has no desire to patch things up with either of his older brothers and “has accepted the way things are.” “You move on,” he explained. While some experts report that siblings become closer in adulthood,7 that doesn’t hold true for Bruce and his brothers, or many other siblings of alcoholics.




Rebecca 

Rebecca Lewis, 39, of Ohio, was an unexpected addition to the family. Her alcoholic brother Eddie is 55; she also has another  brother, Andrew, who is 59. Growing up, Eddie hung around with a group of friends who started drinking in junior high. By his 30s, he was already driving drunk and making a name for himself with the police. Rebecca harangued him for hours. Their father had become an alcoholic in his 50s. How could he let the same thing happen to himself? “I was going to be his savior; I’d make him realize he had to stop,” she said. He got worse. Eddie’s wife left him and he moved back in with his parents. His father died shortly afterward.

Rebecca spent the next several years trying to protect their mother from her brother’s drunken rages. He scared the woman to no end, becoming furious when he wanted a drink and demanding she bring out the liquor she had hidden. Rebecca was married at this point but she lived close by, and she begged her mother to kick Eddie out, to no avail. After some strong words from a judge, he left the state. A few more mishaps landed him in rehab and he finally started putting his life back together in a halfway house. Eddie has had several years in recovery now, and Rebecca says she’s discovering a person she never knew.




Kate 

Kate Jensen, 52, is big sister to stay-at-home-mom Sarah, 35, who started drinking as a teen. Sarah has two daughters in elementary school who’ve occasionally found her asleep or drunk at the end of the school day. Kate says Sarah is “just not there for them” as a mother in countless other ways as well. She just can’t seem to stay sober.

There’s another sister, Melanie, two years younger than Kate, and a brother and sister slightly younger than Sarah. Their parents divorced when the two older sisters were in college, and Kate thinks the divorce contributed heavily to Sarah’s drinking. “The three youngest didn’t have the same foundation Melanie and I did,” Kate said.

Kate has been concerned about Sarah’s health and her family for years. A senior administrator in the mental health field, Kate is knowledgeable about the disease and treatment but doesn’t feel there’s much she can do. And it’s not because she lives in New York State, several hours away from Sarah in Pennsylvania. She’s tried talking to her sister, but she knows recovery has to come from Sarah. Should she forget, Sarah’s husband, a recovering alcoholic himself, reminds her.

The guilt Kate feels about her sister’s alcoholism pulls at her heartstrings from time to time. “That could be me,” she said. Their mother compounds Kate’s self-reproach in that she expects Kate, as both a medical professional and the oldest sibling, to step in and “fix it.” Each time Sarah is sober for a while, Kate hopes her sister will stay on the right path.

As these four sober siblings show, alcoholism doesn’t discriminate. Research from the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA) indicates that alcohol abuse and alcoholism cut across gender, race, and nationality. In general, more men than women are alcohol dependent or have alcohol problems, and alcohol dependence is highest among young adults ages 18-29 and lowest among adults ages 65 and older. Also, people who start drinking at an early age—for example, at age  14 or 15 or younger—are at much higher risk of developing alcohol problems at some point in their lives than are people who start drinking at age 21 or after. While there are more male than female alcoholics, and sons of alcoholic fathers seem more predisposed to the disease than daughters, it is also true that women metabolize alcohol differently and become inebriated more quickly than men. In addition, research indicates that a certain amount of alcohol does more damage to a woman’s body than to a man’s, and in a shorter period of time.




What’s the Difference Between Alcohol Dependence and Alcohol Abuse? 

According to the NIAAA, alcoholism, or alcohol dependence, is a disease that includes four symptoms:• Craving A strong need, or urge, to drink

• Loss of control Not being able to stop drinking once drinking has begun

• Physical dependence Withdrawal symptoms, such as nausea, sweating, shakiness, and anxiety after stopping drinking

• Tolerance The need to drink increasingly greater amounts of alcohol to get “high”



 
Alcohol abuse, which can be just as harmful medically, involves similar interpersonal problems—an inability to meet work, school, or family responsibilities; legal problems; drunk-driving arrests; and car crashes.
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