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				Notes to the reader

				While every reasonable care has been taken to check every word and sentence in this book, errors may still have occurred.

					It is also probable that in time a great deal more will be known about this subject. In years to come, such knowledge may supersede some of these contents and hopefully improve on available help and helping methods.

					No case example is exactly real in this book as changes have had to be made to ensure anonymity and confidentiality. The case illustrations are amalgams of reported events so that the issues depicted are very genuine. I believe they accurately reflect the type and intensity of complex dilemmas that confront family members in coping with alcohol problems and the struggles facing people where alcohol dominates relationships.

					The family consequences of problem drinking, in general, and alcohol dependence, in particular, are the focus of this book. For the sake of convenience, the terms ‘alcoholic’ and ‘alcoholism’ and ‘alcohol dependence’ and ‘addiction’ are used interchangeably.

					‘He’ and ‘she’ are used in alternate chapters for convenience, too, except where it is obvious that there are specific gender issues.

					Chapter 1 is all about the wider context of alcohol problems for families. I have included an ‘A to Z’, Chapter 2, to ensure that some important aspects are highlighted in the book and as an easy, quick read of difficult issues. The titles of the rest of the chapters are self-explanatory, I trust.

					At the end of most chapters I have included some frequently asked questions because they are indeed frequently asked by partners. I also wanted to ensure that other aspects are included or emphasized using this format. 

					The book does not include classic references but the sources of some articles and books, named in the text, are included in the References and further reading section at the end of the book.

					Any readers who require further assistance are strongly recommended to seek out that help. They should consult the Useful addresses section.

					It is never too late to seek help. It is a question of gathering up enough courage and trusting the process.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Introduction

				Why write this book?

				Having trained as a professional social worker in Trinity College Dublin, I have been working in this field as a specialist alcohol and addiction counsellor since 1978. In that time I have seen thousands upon thousands of people and their families in one-to-one sessions, marital interviews, family meetings and group therapy.

					Most of my career has been spent in two of the leading treatment centres in Dublin. I ran a group for partners of in-patients every Tuesday for 18 years in St Patrick’s Hospital. I worked there for nearly 20 years in total, and as the assistant director of the alcohol team for the last ten of those years. I was also the assistant director, for three years, in a specialist residential addiction centre, the Rutland Centre.

					Since 1999, I have worked as a private counsellor in various settings including the Highfield Hospital Group, the Slievemore General Practice Clinic and FemPlus, in different parts of Dublin. In addition I have been the National Alcohol Project Director for the Irish College of General Practitioners from 2000 to date. I have lectured extensively on this and other related topics, at home and abroad. 

					In all this time I have gained so much experience, gleaned so much knowledge and learned so many lessons from the people I have seen. I have also been blessed to have had wonderful colleagues and friends who have taught me so much. I have constantly been enthralled and mystified by the difficult situations that people have to contend with, their courage in opening up and dealing with them and the incredible personal resources that allow people to survive – and in many cases to thrive – despite the hand that they were dealt in adult life. In many cases they have also had to contend with extraordinarily difficult personal histories in their formative years. 

					As a result of such rich exposure to family issues I felt compelled to try to capture and record some of the simple and complex nuances in families where alcohol problems occur. I am very conscious that access to professional help is often difficult and sometimes very expensive in certain areas. Perhaps some people may gain help and strength from reading this book, which is an attempt to illustrate my knowledge about families and alcohol problems.

					Some years ago I wrote a chapter on the family for Under the Weather, a book which became a bestseller in Ireland. My chapter was a descriptive account of alcohol problems and their impact on family life. In Living with a Problem Drinker, I explore these matters in much more detail.

					However, in this written effort I wanted to go a little further and explore other, more complicated areas. I needed to write about the impact of family life and unhappy relationships on the development and continuance of alcohol problems. This is not easy as there are so many complex variables and multiple factors in the unfolding stories of addiction. Where possible, these situations are illustrated by case examples that have been carefully doctored to avoid any possible exposure of real people. I am also very conscious of the possible hurt such analysis might cause to certain people. However, these matters must be written about and explored, in my view. My only intention is to illuminate such issues in order to help people to heal.

					I believe the general public is confused by some of the terms that are used in this area, such as ‘co-dependence’, ‘enabling’ and ‘denial’. I also wanted to explain a few of these, as best I could, in my own way.

					This is my first book, and as such it represents the removal of a large ‘monkey from my back’. I have been encouraged to write by patients, friends, colleagues and family for many years – years of telling people to ‘go for it’ and not taking my own advice! It has been my ambition to write about alcohol and family life since I started on my career path. I have been privileged in my life to work in this area and to meet so many people who have trusted me with their innermost secrets, thoughts and feelings: that is, their own personal ‘crown jewels’. These remain safe with me, of course, and I now publicly thank them for their faith, courage and openness.

					There are wider issues too that have prompted me to write. Alcohol problems are pervasive in our society. Their tendrils are so damaging to health and family life, and as such are the most prevalent public health issue in the United Kingdom and Ireland. Millions of people and their families are locked in the throes of coping with alcohol problems, with devastating consequences for their personal health, well-being and safety. Marital and relationship breakdown is a direct and regular result of alcohol problems, as are a host of minor and serious illnesses, child abuse and neglect, domestic violence, sexual problems and abuse, as well as major mental health problems including depression and suicide. One would think that with such wide-scale destruction, comprehensive and elaborate treatment and counselling services would be available, as well as coherent strategies to reduce the pain. The truth, however, is that an alarming ‘blind eye’ is turned to alcohol problems and their tragic consequences, and mere token attempts are offered by the powers that be to deal effectively with the problem. Public treatment and counselling services are at best deemed hit-and-miss in many regional areas. At worst, they are totally absent.

					If mental health is the Cinderella of public health services in terms of funding, then alcohol treatment facilities are one of the ugly sisters! Denial is entrenched and ingrained at every level: individual, family and societal. The drinks industry, with its vested interests and bottom-line profit requirements, continues to have too much power and influence over government policy. Governments seem afraid to upset or discommode it in any way. The industry’s pithy media messages, such as ‘Enjoy alcohol responsibly’, may appear to resemble public health information but are in fact little more than advertising, and utterly cynical in my view. I believe the industry should not be allowed to use them. Meanwhile, in reality, people with alcohol problems and their family members struggle badly and in some cases die, relationships break up and sadly many children are damaged for life because they are not properly protected and do not get appropriate help. 

					This book is written for people stuck in alcohol-fuelled unhappy relationships. I sincerely hope it will be a catalyst for change, and will move some people away from the suffocating spiral of addictive patterns and behaviours. My motives are purely and simply to provide information and direct help to those who are suffering. I want to encourage people to seek appropriate help and to be able to regain some control or maybe even more control over their own lives and aspirations.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1

				Context

				The title of this book was originally going to be Family Matters. It was to be a play on words. Family matters, most people agree, and family matters that involve secrets or deep guilt and shame are often very difficult to sort out, or indeed to understand.

					On deeper reflection, however, it was agreed that the book should be a guide for people trapped in unhappy relationships where alcohol plays a major role in the problems, hence the final title. For many people it is indeed only a matter of survival. Alcohol can absolutely shatter families. For others, however, there is considerable hope, as people do recover from alcohol problems and so too do their partners. Sometimes they recover together, sometimes separately. The emphasis within this book is on partners, though you will have seen that there is a chapter written to highlight the impact on children.

					From the outset it should be noted that the majority of people in society derive support, love, strong bonds and intimate, consistent relationships from their families. Within every family unit, events and incidents go on behind closed doors that can be positive and negative for all concerned. Some of these negative events and incidents are well hidden, secret and traumatic. Family matters are deep and complex.

					So too are alcohol problems. They occur in every street and locality in society. Alcohol-related problems impact hugely and adversely on everyone caught up in the close-knit arena that makes up family life. When a family member drinks to excess or drinks in a dependent manner, the repercussions for the health, safety and well-being of all concerned are usually profound and long-lasting. Having a problem drinker in the family means emotional suffering.

					The term ‘problem drinker’ was selected as it covers the wide gamut of people who encounter problems with alcohol, not just those who are addicted to alcohol. 

				What is a ‘problem drinker’?

				It has always been accepted that alcoholism is a major factor in family distress and illness. Nowadays there is a clearer understanding and awareness that it is not just alcoholism that causes the damage: a whole range of alcohol problems can create difficulties for family members too. So binge drinking, one-off episodes of excess drinking and of course alcohol dependence can all be implicated in family upheaval and breakdown. Hazardous, harmful and dependent drinking are all sources of mayhem within relationships. 

					However, there is another important side to this story which is difficult to describe. Can family relationships cause or contribute to alcohol problems? How do family life and family dynamics, in certain cases, add to the creation of alcohol problems? Such issues are discussed and described later on. These are tricky and sensitive questions but they have to be aired and debated if we want to reach a full understanding of the situation for the partner. The hope is that the contents of this book will help some people to reduce or stop their drinking, while helping others to get professional and other help to cope with a loved one. It is also the intention to help people gain insight into the enmeshed family systems that are toxic to the emotional health of all parts of that system.

					Which comes first, the chicken or the egg? This classic conundrum was never as relevant as in the case of families coping with alcohol problems. Do alcohol problems precede family problems? Do alcohol problems result from family problems? The truth is probably yes to both presuppositions, though every case is very different. 

					One aspect is crystal clear, and that is that alcohol is the cause of a great number of societal ills. As such, the harm permeates through all layers of community life, including the home.

					What of the impact on children? This is surely the ‘emperor’s new clothes’ within our society. Two blind eyes are turned to the damage caused to children by alcohol problems at most levels within our society. The silent and loud cries of anguish of children who are caught up in families where alcohol predominates are largely unheard and ignored. The devastation inflicted on children at all stages of their development, resulting from alcohol and disturbed family systems, is profound and has far-reaching implications. Such suffering can sculpt their own patterns of behaviour as adults and, sadly, the cycle of further alcohol problems within the family often continues if the underlying issues are not resolved early enough. 

				Is alcoholism a disease?

				Before describing the impact of alcohol on the family and the impact of the family on alcohol problems, it is important to discuss alcohol risk categories so that the full context is properly established. One would need the wisdom of Solomon to be able to explain the complex arguments and nuances that appear on both sides of the disease debate divide. Is it a bad habit? Is it a form of dependence? Is it a lack of something within the person? Is it a personality disorder? Is it a manifestation of a deeper issue or issues? Is it a ‘hole in the soul’ or a lack of spirituality? Is it caused by the drinks industry? Is it simply the case that a certain percentage of people who consume alcohol will become dependent? If alcoholism is a disease, is it hereditary? Is it simply another addiction? If alcoholism is a disease, why do we not also call other types of substance abuse a disease? Should heroin addiction be called ‘heroinism’, for example?

					All these questions and many more besides are the stuff of theses, doctorates and hot-headed disputes. They are important issues, though, for the individual problem drinker and family members too. Suffice to say, at this stage, that there are three outstanding issues that need to be acknowledged: 

				
						First, whatever it is described as, I have never yet met a person who wanted to become dependent on alcohol.

						Second, even if alcoholism is accepted as a disease, the disease concept should not be used to prevent a person from dealing with the consequences of or accepting responsibility for the problems that ensue.

						Third, and perhaps most important in the context of this book, problem drinkers and families need help and support no matter what the condition is called or how it is categorized.

				

				People with alcohol problems and family members on the front line of these arguments and conflicts are also equally divided about the merits and demerits of the disease debate. Numerous partners and children have related how their loved ones have denied responsibility for serious aspects of their behaviour because of their understanding of the disease concept. They cannot be held responsible for events while under the influence of alcohol because they are suffering from a disease – this is the type of argument used to avoid personal responsibility. 

					The victims of alcohol-fuelled hatred, anger, abuse, fear, neglect and threats do not care that much whether the problem is labelled as alcoholism or not. Their only focus, while in the war zone, is survival. If a family member is the victim of a head-butt by a relative who is drunk, it really does not matter to the wounded person at that time whether or not the perpetrator is sick, bad or crazy, as the hurt and damage caused is still the same no matter what the diagnosis. And, of course, in addition to physical abuse, families suffer severe and regular verbal and emotional violence as well.

					The following are typical comments of supporters of this view of alcoholism as an illness: ‘I am not responsible for screaming at you because I have an illness’; ‘The booze made me hit you’; ‘If you had not talked to me while I was drunk it would not have happened.’ Many family members simply accept that alcoholism is a disease, in blind faith, or once again state that they do not care what it is called as long as their loved one, or once-loved one, recovers.

					So the disease debate rages on and continues to be a very vexed issue and a subject that causes grief within homes and in academia, as well as among specialists in this field. It remains an important question to answer, however, for many reasons, not least because the approach to people with ‘alcoholism’ is often determined by diagnostic terms. Insurance cover for treatment, for example, as well as location of treatment or no treatment at all, is often decided as a result of such mind-sets.

					Funding resources to combat drinking consequences, as well as the attitude of all healthcare professionals in this area, are ultimately determined by this debate. Historically, people dependent on alcohol were treated as outcasts and as morally reprehensible and undesirable. They were the ‘personality lepers’ within our society. This attitude tended to make the problem even more secretive. The advent of the ‘disease’ concept meant that treatment was more widely available and that problem drinkers were much more likely to avail themselves of such treatment. Critics say that in this way a social problem was medicalized and a new industry of private treatment was developed. Evidence for this view exists in the sense that there has been very poor provision of treatment services for public patients, whereas, if an individual has the means or the insurance to benefit from private healthcare facilities, there is a proliferation of such options.

					Many hold to the view of alcoholism as a bio-psycho-social disease. This represents a modern approach to any disease or sickness, holding that biological, psychological and social factors all combine to contribute to the development of alcoholism and may all contribute to a successful resolution or to a failure to resolve the problem. This view mostly reflects my own thinking on the disease debate.
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