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The Top 10 Ways to Stop Being Codependent




	Try to identify the shoulds that keep you from setting healthy boundaries for yourself.


	Measure your level of resentment. Resentment comes from doing what you don’t want to do, agreeing when you don’t mean it, or expecting things from others without telling them.


	Make sure your responses are not intended to control or manipulate another.


	Take a look at your anger patterns. Do you get angry and defensive when others try to discuss a problem they have with you?


	When you think you’re being criticized, notice your responses. Do you react by being defensive, devastated, angry, crushed, incredulous, blaming, hostile, too fragile to handle it, etc.?


	When you’re asked for your opinion, don’t immediately react. Take time to look inside for it, then share.


	Respect others by allowing them to take responsibility for their own lives.


	Identify what you have control over, and act on it. Let go of what you do not have control over.


	Look at your current relationships and make sure you’re being authentic. Speak your own truth without fear of another’s judgment or reaction.


	Look back at your family and see if you can identify codependent patterns there. This could help you become aware of your own unconscious patterns.







Introduction


CODEPENDENCY IS A STRANGE word. The prefix “co-” usually describes two or more components that exist in relationship to one another. And perhaps this word once made more sense back in the 1980s when it described the relationship between an addict and her partner. But that was then and this is now.


This book explains the concept of codependency in all its forms. You will discover that codependency can exist in your mind, as a part of your identity, without “co-depending” with anyone. And when codependent relationships are analyzed, it means almost all relationships, not just alcoholic ones.


If you went out on the street right now and asked ten people the meaning of codependency, they would likely have ten different answers, or they would have no answer at all! Codependency is one of those terms that everybody uses but few understand.


Codependency is obviously not a flash in the pan; it has endured beyond the fad and fashion of its time. It has cracked out of the shell of addiction and something new has hatched, something that undoubtedly touches you. When you’ve finished reading this book, you will know more about codependency than 99 percent of the population. You might even see your family, spouse, friends, and coworkers hiding in these pages. And odds are extremely high that you will see yourself!


This book will teach you about codependency and how not to get stuck in it. Here are some of the important ways you’ll learn to change and move beyond codependency:




	You’ll discover patterns in yourself and others.


	You’ll find out how to use the results of the Codependency Quizzes.


	You’ll develop non-codependent language and communication skills.


	You’ll learn to journal and practice new skills at home.


	You’ll engage your partner in change.


	You’ll find a therapist.


	You’ll break the spell of codependency and discover the real you.





The goal of this book is to give you some fairly weighty psychological stuff combined with a mix of personal growth and self-help. The mix is probably 1 cup psychological, 2 cups personal growth, and 2 cups self-help. Most people buy books like this one because they want to make their relationships better. If this is your quest, you’ve found the right book! You will briefly enter the lives of couples to see what codependency looks like. Then this psychologist will help you adjust your lenses so you won’t miss the important parts. And that’s how you’ll learn about codependency.


This book is for you. Use everything in this Everything® book to learn about yourself. With your new insights, you can become your own mirror. Recognize your intrinsic value and embrace it!





CHAPTER 1
What Is Codependency?


Codependency is a pattern of thinking, feeling, and behaving. If you are codependent, you are unable to identify and follow your own needs, wants, and feelings. It’s as if you have grown antennae, and you wave them as you move through life, straining to pick up vibes from others. If you are codependent, you are not powered from within; your quest for power is through controlling others. In fact, you’re so focused on another, you may not even know how you feel or think.


How to Spot Codependency


Consider these pointers before you read the stories that follow. See if you can identify the codependent patterns in the relationships.


HOW DO YOU KNOW IF YOU’RE CODEPENDENT?




	You like to be in the helping role (which is the power role, by the way).


	You tend to surround yourself with needy people.


	You are too worried about pleasing others.


	You try to be all things to all people.


	You have a self-esteem that is connected to “doing.”


	You have an overdeveloped sense of responsibility.


	You feel nagging anxiety, pity, or guilt when other people have a problem.


	You are afraid of making mistakes.


	You try to prove you’re good enough to be loved.


	You worry about other people’s problems.


	You have difficulty saying no and setting boundaries.


	You seek out chaos, and feel most alive when you’re involved in it.


	You wonder why people don’t do things for you.


	You feel victimized by the “selfishness” of others.


	You love to get involved in a crisis, and then complain about it.


	You are easily offended by others who you feel are cold, uncaring, or selfish.


	You get angry when somebody refuses your help or doesn’t take your advice.


	You try to be perfect, and expect others to be perfect.


	You blame yourself and put yourself down.


	You must be in control at all times.





Codependents are not always passive, nurturing, and loving. The caregiver, the peacemaker, the guy who will give you the shirt off his back can be codependent. But so can those who are manipulative and angry, resentful and cranky. If you consider the core issue—a codependent person relies on the perceptions of others to tell her she is okay—you can see how vital another’s opinion can be. Like Blanche DuBois in the play A Streetcar Named Desire, the codependent relies on the kindness of strangers. What a powerless position this is.
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In 1987, Melody Beattie wrote the remarkable Codependent No More: How to Stop Controlling Others and Start Caring for Yourself. In her work, Beattie emphasized that alcoholism is a family disease, and she identified the codependent role played by the partner of an alcoholic. Since that time, the term has generalized to describe any person who focuses on another’s life to the detriment of his or her own.









The following case studies will give you an idea of the many ways codependency can present itself. People with codependency come from all walks of life, are of all ages and lifestyles. You’ll also see that codependency doesn’t just exist in romantic relationships but occurs in many other types of relationships as well.


Alcoholic Brother: Joyce and Steven


Joyce is a successful teacher in a small town. Her older brother, Steven, is an actor in New York City. As far back as their teenage years, Joyce has been in denial about Steven’s alcoholism. Over the years, she has made excuses for him. If he appeared drunk on stage, she explained that he was just tired from long hours. When he failed to show up for family gatherings, she said she understood because he was a very busy man. When Steven was getting divorced, she argued that his drinking was not the reason, and told family and friends that Steven’s wife was having an affair.
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When you are codependent, you don’t have clear or firm boundaries. You don’t know where you end and another begins. There is a joke about the codependent husband who reaches for a tissue and says, “Excuse me” when his wife sneezes.









When her brother starts calling Joyce and asking for money, she sends it to him and keeps her actions from her husband. When Steven is arrested for assault during one of his benders, Joyce tells her husband that her brother is sick and needs her. She takes a leave of absence from work and flies to New York City to help him. She borrows from her retirement fund and bails him out of jail. While out on bail, Steven steals Joyce’s credit cards and leaves town. Joyce’s marriage barely survives when her husband finds out what has happened. Joyce is codependent with her brother, Steven.


Unrequited Love: Bella and Baxter


Baxter meets Bella in college, and dates her off and on throughout his twenties. Baxter tells Bella from the start that he enjoys their sexual relationship and he likes her very much, but he isn’t in love with her. He is very honest with Bella, admitting he doesn’t want to settle down with her when he is ready. Despite Baxter’s disclaimers, Bella falls in love with him and now waits for him to change his mind and fall in love with her. She refers to Baxter as her boyfriend to family and friends even though they aren’t in an exclusive relationship.


Day and night, Bella’s mind is occupied with what Baxter might be thinking. She is vigilant, searching for clues in Baxter’s behavior and conversation that he loves her. Her only topic of conversation when she gets together with friends is Baxter. She shares conversations she has had with him and badgers her friends to agree with her that he obviously wants to be with her. Finally, her friends get tired of listening and stop calling her.
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Help versus enabling: If you offer help that has not been asked for, or interfere with a person facing the consequences of his actions, you are enabling. Offering help that is judged to be necessary by you, not the other guy, or helping a person who is self-destructive or harmful to others is enabling.









Over the course of two years, Baxter has had a pattern of showing up for a few weeks or months and then withdrawing from his relationship with Bella. In the third year, the relationship diminishes to the point where it is little more than a few one-night stands, but Bella continues to hang on every word Baxter says and interprets them as a sign that he really loves her.


One day Bella is in the local bookstore when she spots Baxter having coffee. When she approaches, he greets her pleasantly and introduces her to Sarah, his fiancée. They talk for a few minutes about what a whirlwind romance Baxter has had with Sarah. The couple tells Bella how they met and that it had been love at first sight. Sarah shows Bella her engagement ring and tells her she and Baxter plan to marry next June.


Bella is in shock as she walks back to her apartment. As soon as she closes the door behind her, she becomes hysterical and rampages through her apartment breaking things and destroying any reminders of Baxter. Two days later, Bella is admitted to the hospital after she overdoses on sleeping pills. She’s now in therapy to help her sort out her part in her own misery.


Helicopter Mom: Alice and Amanda


Alice is a single mother of sixteen-year-old Amanda. Alice often has said her daughter is “her life.” Alice feels guilty that Amanda has only one parent, and she compensates for it by trying to make Amanda happy. When Amanda appears to be out of sorts, Alice enjoys doing things for her and giving her gifts. Even though she has a full-time job, Alice has been a classroom volunteer at school since Amanda was in fourth grade, was a scout leader until Amanda dropped out, and is now a volunteer for Amanda’s cheerleading squad, driving the girls to the away basketball games. Alice loves hearing about Amanda’s life, relationships, triumphs, and difficulties. She tries to give her daughter good advice and feels hurt if Amanda doesn’t follow it.


Amanda has always been “the perfect daughter,” but recently her grades have slipped. Alice panics and asks to meet with Amanda’s teachers on a weekly basis to discuss her daughter’s progress. She hires a tutor to bring Amanda’s math grade from a B to an A. Alice already has sent to universities for catalogs and applications for Amanda.


When Alice makes an appointment with the principal to discuss what to do about Amanda’s boyfriend breaking up with her, the principal uses the term “helicopter mom.” Alice leaves the principal’s office feeling angry and unappreciated.
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If you are codependent, you may be jealous and controlling because you cannot tolerate being seen in a bad light by your significant other. You need your poor self-esteem boosted by her. And because of this, you are constantly disappointed and often feel like a victim.









Business Partners: Jim and Paul


Jim and Paul have worked for the same company for ten years when they decide to go into partnership together in their own clothing business. It seems like a match made in heaven. Jim has a head for finances and is able to see the big-picture growth of the company. Paul is the creative, gregarious partner who has a knack for selling, loves interacting with people, and is able to visualize clothing trends before they happen.


Each partner sticks to what he does best. Paul is not really interested in the nuts-and-bolts number crunching, and Jim loves fashion but he’s not one for schmoozing with customers.


In their first year of business, a pattern starts to emerge. Whenever Jim tries to engage Paul in a financial discussion, Paul brushes him off by saying he trusts Jim, and whatever Jim decides is okay with him. Jim tries everything to get Paul engaged in the business end of things. He pleads, he gets angry, he starts making snide comments to Paul in front of their friends, and he even threatens Paul with dissolving the partnership. Nothing works, so Jim continues to do his best managing the finances by himself. Actually, he does a fine job, but he is so stressed, he begins to lose weight and develops intestinal problems.


In the third year, Paul wants to expand the business. Jim spends hours getting data to share with Paul so they can make a decision. Paul takes a look at the spreadsheets Jim has provided, but he doesn’t really understand them, nor does he want to take the time to learn. Jim simply asks Paul if they can afford to expand, and when he says he thinks so, Paul starts looking at storefronts. He finds a building that is larger than they need, but he pouts or becomes angry when Jim suggests something smaller.


Jim gives in and they buy the building, hire three new people, and add an online store. Jim feels the pressure of such a large financial commitment, but Paul is excited and throws himself headlong into decorating the new store and going on buying trips to New York. With such an expansion underway, Jim wants regular weekly meetings with Paul to discuss finances. Paul meets with Jim a few times, but soon he is too busy, once again praising Jim for his business sense and handing the reins over to him.


Within a year after the expansion, Paul and Jim’s business is faltering and Jim can’t get Paul to sit down and figure out what to do. After a few months of Jim barely making payroll, Paul insists on hiring another employee. When Jim tells him it’s impossible, Paul flies into a rage and accuses Jim of hiding things from him, maybe even embezzling from the company. Once Paul gets an attorney involved, the partnership and the business are over.


Aging Parent: Doug and Mother


Doug is the oldest of ten children. He grew up on a farm in Ohio. His father was a third-generation cattleman, inheriting the family ranch, expanding it to include crops. The entire family worked hard to make the farm a success. Doug was fifteen when his father was killed in an accident. His mother relied heavily on Doug to manage the farm. Losing his dad forced Doug to grow up fast.


Doug’s brothers and sisters all leave home after graduation, but Doug stays on the farm, marries his high school sweetheart, Kathy, and runs the business. His mother helps raise his four children, and participates as best she can by tending the family garden, canning, and cooking. Doug’s wife works a full-time job in addition to her farm duties. With everybody pitching in, the family makes it through lean times.


Doug’s mother has a minor stroke when she is only sixty. Doug and Kathy take care of her at home until she recovers. Two years later, Doug’s mother has another stroke. This time she is left with partial paralysis on her left side. Doug’s sister, Jeannine, takes a couple of weeks off work to help care for their mother. The rest of the siblings chip in to help Doug and Kathy with the additional expenses of their mother’s physical therapy.


More grief comes when Doug’s mother falls and hits her head, leaving her unable to walk or talk. As usual, Doug volunteers to care for her in their home. As Doug’s children grow, and eventually move out to attend college, it becomes more and more difficult for Doug and Kathy to care for his mother and run the farm. Kathy has been a trouper through all of their hardships, but now she feels Doug’s siblings should do more to help. Doug doesn’t want to bother his brothers and sisters, and he argues that his mother can’t handle change.
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A codependent’s defenses can shoot up like a firecracker if she senses disapproval. It can be excruciating for her to listen to complaints from another without taking it personally. For example, Mary’s partner pleasantly asks her if she took the clothes out of the dryer. But Mary hears the question as a criticism and says, “You do the damn laundry if you’re in such a hurry!”









As Doug’s mother’s health continues to deteriorate, Kathy tries to get Doug to talk to his family, but he won’t. Out of desperation, Kathy goes to the local Commission on Aging for help. The therapist recommends a family meeting to discuss how siblings can contribute to their mother’s care. When Kathy tells Doug about the plan, he becomes enraged and says he won’t participate. At the therapist’s urging, Kathy goes ahead and sets up the family session. Six of Doug’s siblings agree to attend. Not wanting to inconvenience them for no reason, Doug grudgingly agrees to go.


The meeting goes well, with siblings agreeing to participate in their own way. Several of them want to take turns having mother visit for a month at a time, two siblings can afford to pay for mother’s daily needs, and one sibling volunteers to take mother to all her medical appointments. Doug leaves the meeting feeling as if a giant weight has been lifted from his shoulders. He hugs Kathy, telling her how much he appreciates her intervention.


The first time one of his sisters says she can take mother for only two weeks, Doug says it’s “No big deal.” When his brother stops making his financial contribution, Doug tells Kathy he doesn’t feel comfortable begging his brother for money. With Doug’s inability to hold his siblings accountable, and his overwhelming need to take care of his mother, the participation plan soon falls through.


Doug became codependent with his mother at an early age. From there, it was easy for him to fall into a codependency pattern with his entire family.


Spendthrift Wife: Ron and Charlene


Ron marries Charlene right out of high school, and they have three children. Ron works his way up from a laborer to a foreman in a small contracting business. Eventually, he buys his own company, expands, and is now a very successful building contractor. Charlene stands beside him, raises the children, and manages their home. Ron’s Achilles’ heel has always been Charlene. She loves the lifestyle they worked so hard for. She entertains often, sets up family vacations, and makes sure the children have the finest things, including many cultural opportunities.


Ron and Charlene have had heated discussions over the years about her excessive spending. Many times Charlene has agreed to a budget, but continues to overspend, and Ron always manages to adjust for it. When the recession hits, Ron’s company has little in reserve thanks to Charlene’s financial demands. When the company starts to fail, he begs Charlene to stop spending, but by then it is too late.


Narcissistic Fiancée: Pam and Randy


Pam is a senior in high school, very popular, aspiring to become a doctor like her mother. Pam’s boyfriend, Greg, is a straight-A student, hockey player, and yearbook editor. They are both on the fast track to college and plan to be married someday.


One evening during a hockey game, Pam meets Randy at the concession stand. They strike up a conversation, and Pam learns that Randy graduated from high school two years earlier and has a good job at a car dealership. Randy isn’t handsome in the classical sense, but he is always well dressed and perfectly groomed, and has a dazzling smile and a twinkle in his eye. When they first meet, Pam tells Randy her steady is the captain of the hockey team, but he barely breaks stride in his attempts to impress Pam. Soon he is openly flirting with her.
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What is self-esteem, and how can you increase it?


The beliefs that you are worthy and able to handle life situations with confidence are the main ingredients of self-esteem. Self-esteem increases every time you handle a difficult challenge.









The next day Pam gets a friend request from Randy on Facebook. Pam never turns down a Facebook request because she isn’t one to hurt another’s feelings. Once she friends Randy, he starts posting on her Facebook page. In no time, he establishes himself within Pam’s social circle. He now has access into Pam’s life and soon begins running into her frequently and chatting with her and her friends.


Over the months, Pam finds herself attracted to Randy. The attention he gives her is flattering, and finally she gives in to his charming ways and starts meeting him at the car dealership after school for coffee. Seeing Randy in his domain, how smooth he is and how his coworkers admire him, is the frosting on the cake. Just before graduation, she breaks up with Greg and starts dating Randy.


Against her parents’ advice, Pam accepts an engagement ring from Randy the summer before she is to leave for college. When fall rolls around, Randy doesn’t want Pam to leave. Pam’s parents are concerned because they see things in Randy Pam obviously doesn’t, like his selfishness, his spending habits, his constant dissatisfaction with how Pam spends her time. No amount of attention seems enough for him.


When Pam decides to go to Europe with her parents for two weeks, Randy flies into a rage and breaks up with her, calling her selfish and disrespectful of his needs. He accuses her of “using him” and says he never wants to see her again. Pam thinks he’ll get over it, but when she returns, he’s already dating somebody else.


Pam begs Randy to meet her for a talk. She apologizes for being so selfish and says she will try harder to be more considerate. After they reconcile, Randy starts berating Pam about her appearance, the way she dresses, her weight, the color of her hair. On more than one occasion, he refuses to take her to dinner because he doesn’t think she looks good enough. He says he is embarrassed to be seen with her.


Pam’s parents are heartbroken to see their beautiful daughter changing to please Randy. At one point, she gets so thin that they are about to do an intervention. The more Pam caters to Randy, the more he criticizes her. She gives up on college and gets a job at the car dealership as a secretary. Seeing how charming and flirtatious Randy is around women customers, she is afraid to let him out of her sight.
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Codependents can be very angry people because they expect others to change to accommodate their insecurities. And when others don’t change, codependents have to face and cope with their own fears. Their anxiety often comes out as anger.









Three years into the relationship, Randy sells an expensive car to a wealthy married woman and eventually begins an affair with her. When Pam finds outs, she threatens to leave him if he doesn’t break it off. Two years later, he is still promising to end the affair and Pam is still waiting.


Letter to the Psychologist


The following letter is taken from Here-to-Listen.com. Letters are written by visitors to the site and are answered by this psychologist. This letter helps highlight the difference between codependent behavior and helping.






Dear Doctor,


I’ve read about codependency on websites, but I’m still confused. What’s the difference between being codependent and just being a mother? I think mothers should help their kids!


My son works hard as a server in a little restaurant downtown, and he has a roommate, but it’s hard for him to make ends meet. When he has a bad week with low tips, he’s really in a panic. He calls me when he needs extra money, and just last week his car needed new tires. He’s doing his best, and I want to help him succeed. As a parent, isn’t that my responsibility?


Val











Dear Val,


You’ve made some good points that will help clarify the thin line between helping those we love and codependency. It sounds like your son is taking responsibility for his own life. He’s working hard, doing the best he can. Sometimes he runs into a snag. When he does, he calls you, and asks for help. Because your son is in the lead position, sees a problem, and asks for something, this puts you in the helping role. If you spend time checking on him, anticipating what he needs, and giving it to him without him asking, this is enabling behavior. This makes you codependent. In other words, you’re taking responsibility for his life, deciding what he needs, and providing it. See the difference?


To speak to the last sentence in your letter, this sounds like a should. “Parents should be responsible for their children.” Yes, they should when a child is a minor. But you are talking about an adult child. There is no should in this case. Some parents choose to help their adult children and others don’t. It’s a choice.


As a mother, how do you know if you’re codependent with your son, or making a good choice? Check your thoughts and feelings. Thoughts: Are you responding to should? If so, you might be feeling guilty, or compelled to help based on a mistaken belief, like “Every parent should help their child no matter what.” Feelings: Anger, resentment, or other negative feelings, like feeling taken advantage of, unappreciated, etc. If you check inside yourself, and find only positive thoughts and feelings, i.e., “I love my son, he is asking for my help, and I’m happy to give it . . . ,” then you’re giving freely when asked with only positive energy behind it. Resentment is the key. Don’t help if you’re going to be resentful later. This can only hurt your relationship with your son.










CHAPTER 2
The History of Codependency


The term codependency first showed up in the 1930s. Since then, the term has evolved through practice and usage to find its place in the common language of our culture. Like many other terms from the psychiatric literature that are part of our conversations these days—paranoid, dysfunctional, narcissistic, passive-aggressive—the meaning of codependency has become muddied as it has moved from the therapeutic community into the public domain. The concept of codependency has been shaped through seventy-five years of usage, so it’s important to understand its history.


The Expansion of Psychological Theory


The 1960s brought great upheaval and change to established thinking. Ideas about how to help the mentally ill were no exception. During this time, beliefs about how psychosocial problems were identified, studied, and treated changed drastically. Previously, it was simply unheard of to include the family in mental health treatment plans. A psychiatrist or psychologist saw one, and only one, person in his office, and that person was the identified patient.
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The term codependency started out as a part of the recovery literature, i.e., the codependent was the partner of an addict. Today it is widely used in the fields of psychiatry, psychology, and social work. Therapists do address codependency issues in therapy, but codependency is not officially part of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), the book used by mental health professionals and insurance companies for diagnosing, treating, and billing mental illnesses.









This thing called codependency did not exist and could not exist without the expansion of psychological theory to include the elements of family systems theory, the recovery movement (Alcoholics Anonymous), assertiveness training, and the self-help movement. During this time of profound change, these elements provided fertile ground for new concepts to grow, mature, and become essential in the understanding of human behavior. Codependency is one of these concepts.


Family Systems Theory


Codependency is a term that describes a dysfunctional pattern of beliefs, emotions, and behaviors that develop from someone’s interactions in her environment, most importantly within her family. Until the work of family system theorists, nobody even thought to look anywhere but inside the individual’s own mind to see why she was experiencing psychological problems. This is why systems theory is so important.


Two major figures in the history of family systems theory are psychiatrist, researcher, and educator Murray Bowen (1913–1990) and educator, social worker, and family therapist Virginia Satir (1916–1988). In the 1950s, these innovators broke from the established medical model and proposed an entirely different way to look at human behavior.
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“Feelings of worth can flourish only in an atmosphere where individual differences are appreciated, mistakes are tolerated, communication is open, and rules are flexible—the kind of atmosphere that is found in a nurturing family.” —Virginia Satir









In an article, “The Ten Most Influential Therapists of the Past Quarter-Century,” published by Psychotherapy Networker in 2006, both Virginia Satir and Murray Bowen were cited among the top ten most influential therapists in a survey given to members of the American Psychological Association. Both Bowen and Satir are held in high regard for their work in family systems therapy.


Murray Bowen, MD


According to the Bowen Center, Murray Bowen began his psychiatric training at the Menninger Foundation in Topeka, Kansas, in 1946. Throughout his forty-year career, Bowen established a new understanding of human behavior, one that saw a person’s behavior emerging from interaction with his environment. The Bowen Theory dramatically changed the way therapists worked with psychiatric patients.
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“That which is created in a relationship can be fixed in a relationship.”—Murray Bowen









Virginia Satir


Virginia Satir is referred to as the “mother of family therapy.” She worked in conjunction with Bowen while she was a member of the Human Potential Movement. Running a parallel course with Bowen during the 1950s through the 1980s, Satir was more hands-on in using systems theory in working with families. In her opinion, the issue bringing a person into therapy wasn’t the real problem. Satir discovered that the problem was deeper and could best be identified and treated within the family. Since Satir focused on the family system and the connections among family members, it makes sense that she noticed codependent interactions and identified them early in her work.
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A web article, “New Face of Codependency,” reports that, “Virginia Satir, a key figure in family systems theory, studied more than 10,000 families and discovered that 96 percent of them exhibited codependent thoughts or behaviors.”









In 1964, Satir published her first book, Conjoint Family Therapy, and subsequently published eight more. Her work was very important in shifting away from the illness model to a model of awareness and personal growth.


A Revolutionary Idea


The belief that a patient’s psychological problems are connected to his family system was a breakthrough idea. As Satir pointed out, no matter who has the problem, it is the status quo of the family system itself that creates and perpetuates dysfunction. That was a startling notion. It truly changed the course of psychology and psychiatry in the treatment of psychological problems.


Think of the family system as a mobile, like the colorful mobiles hung over a baby’s crib. Now assume our mobile represents an anorexic teenager and her family. Dangling from this mobile are the anorexic and her codependent mother, rebellious brother, absent father, and perfectionist older sister. Each of these pieces is firmly connected and perfectly balanced, but each has the potential to shift and move. Just poke one of the trinkets on a mobile and see what happens. When a therapist works with the family, he is poking the mobile. Through family therapy, the balance shifts, creating a space for healing, allowing the family members to reconfigure and achieve a new balance, one of recovery.
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“The overall goal [of counseling] is to help family members become ‘systems experts’ who could know [their] family system so well that the family could readjust itself without the help of an expert.” —M. Bowen (www.thebowencenter.org)









Alcoholics Anonymous


Running alongside, albeit outside, mainstream mental health during that same time, Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) was the first group to identify codependency as part of the dynamic of alcoholism.


Throughout the 1940s and 1950s, AA Twelve-Step programs sprang up all over the United States and abroad. It seems clear that in the early years of AA, the focus was on the individual, almost as if the alcoholic lived in a vacuum. Maybe AA influenced family systems theory, or maybe family systems theory influenced AA—regardless, each reached the same conclusion: The family played a major role in recovery.
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The Serenity Prayer, “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; courage to change the things I can; and wisdom to know the difference” is recited at each AA meeting. It is a constant reminder to both alcoholics and codependents that they can only control themselves and how they react to their environment.









The realization that alcoholism was a family disease first appeared in the recovery literature in the early 1950s, but it was not until years later that Melody Beattie wrote her seminal book Codependent No More, published by the Hazelden Foundation in 1987. This book provided an in-depth exploration of the phenomenon of codependency within the alcoholic family in a way that was easily understood by the general population. Beattie’s work also illuminated and expanded the concepts of enabling, letting go of control, and displaced anger.


The Recovery Movement


The distinctive handwriting of both family systems theory and Alcoholics Anonymous was on the wall, using different theoretical fonts but writing the same message. Both validate the role of family in the treatment of psychosocial ills, focus on interpersonal relationships and self-growth, and address the complicated interweaving of family relationships in maintaining disease or, conversely, in empowering recovery.


Today, what is known as the Recovery Movement encompasses not only the founding organization AA but its disciples, groups that share the common thread of empowering the individual to recover within a group of his peers. Such groups exist alongside professional mental health services and provide support for those dealing with abuse, eating disorders, gambling, depression, spending, grief, divorce, parenting, and so on.


Even though AA group meetings and the Twelve Steps sprang up as essential first-line treatment for the addict, AA now encourages family involvement for inpatient treatment. And as AA creates Twelve-Step groups for spouses, teens, adult children of alcoholics, and codependents, movement toward a family systems approach is apparent.


Today there is a strong network of recovery groups dealing with all kinds of mental health issues, each with their unique focus, but all follow the successful self-help format of AA.


Assertiveness Training


Assertiveness training presents a set of concepts and communication techniques that help in developing honest interaction between people. It emphasizes getting along with others while asserting your own needs and beliefs. Behaviorists Joseph Wolpe and Andrew Salter are credited with helping develop assertiveness training in the 1960s. Wolpe and Salter were colleagues and trailblazers in the development of behavior therapy, which has spawned many changes in the field of psychology, including assertiveness training.
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In his book, When I Say No, I Feel Guilty, Manuel J. Smith issues a Bill of Assertive Rights. Two of them especially apply to codependents: “You have the right to judge your own behavior, thoughts, and emotions, and to take the responsibility for their initiation and consequences upon yourself. You have the right to be independent of the goodwill of others before coping with them.”









In the heyday of the women’s liberation movement in the 1960s and 1970s, assertiveness training was highly popular in helping women negotiate their way through an oppressive work environment and also gave them permission and tools to improve their personal relationships by expressing their needs in a productive way. Manuel J. Smith presented his systematic assertiveness techniques as a way to resolve conflict by finding the middle ground between passivity and aggression. His “Bill of Assertive Rights” fit the times and were especially helpful to women who were struggling with changes in social expectations. Of course, today assertiveness is seen as a helpful concept for both men and women. Smith spelled out how assertiveness can be used successfully in maintaining personal power and increasing self-esteem.


Because assertiveness was a new concept in the 1960s, structured programs emerged in the private sector, college courses, and political venues to help people learn the concepts and practice assertiveness techniques. By bringing these concepts to life in role-playing scenarios, participants in assertiveness training groups learned by doing, actually trying the techniques with each other in groups.


Today, assertiveness is less likely to be singled out and taught as a course or a workshop because many of the tenets of assertiveness are now well known. It’s hard to believe that forty years ago, a person needed to work on her self-esteem before she could speak up on her own behalf. Today, assertiveness focuses more on communication skills. Role-playing difficult situations still may be part of the training, but over the years, the concept of assertiveness has been absorbed as an important component in business trainings, family and couples therapy, professional coaching, leadership training, and team building.


The Self-Help Phenomenon


There’s no argument that the first enduring self-help group in America was Alcoholics Anonymous. For many years, AA stood alone against resounding criticism from the psychiatric community who believed that self-help groups would contaminate the purity of the medical model with nonregulated, untrained treatment for a very serious disease. For too long, mainstream medicine simply chose to ignore the fact that AA Twelve-Step programs worked in bringing about recovery. For many mental health professionals, AA just didn’t fit the concept of “science,” follow the hierarchy of medicine, or make a clear distinction between the healer and the sick.
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In the 1960s, many long-held beliefs were questioned, and people joined together to empower social change. The civil rights movement, the peace movement, and women’s liberation challenged the status quo in America. During this time, it became clear that when people unite in a common cause, they can make big changes.









Expanded understanding of human behavior has now opened the door for other treatment modalities besides psychoanalysis. During the last thirty years, family therapy, group therapy, and relationship therapy came into practice. Ideas like personal growth, assertiveness, communication, and self-help moved psychology beyond the limited view that a psychological problem is an illness.


Social and psychological changes in the three previous decades created the right climate. The self-help phenomenon was seeded in the 1980s, and continues to grow.
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“The self-help industry is an expanding sector growing fast as the speed of light. This market is projected to grow 11.4 percent yearly over the next decade. Americans spend $693 million on self-help books each year.” —Hallie Mummert, Editorial Director, Inside Direct Mail









Today you will be able to find a book, article, website, CD or video, television show, or documentary to educate you and offer you help for every psychosocial problem. There are community groups formed to support individuals in recovery. The boundaries of self-help and mental health are not as distinct as they used to be, nor are their differences as controversial. Today patients are leaving hospitals, treatment facilities, clinics, and therapists’ offices with a list of recommended self-help books as a part of their treatment plans.
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