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A NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER

The following material from the late Dr. Janet Woititz originally appeared as three separate books: Adult Children of Alcoholics, published in 1983; The Self-Sabotage Syndrome, published in 1987; and Struggle for Intimacy, published in 1990.

We have combined the main body of these three books into one complete volume, in their entirety, with each book appearing as a part of the whole work The Complete ACOA Sourcebook. Although some material may be repeated, we felt it important to preserve the integrity of Dr. Woititz’s work by maintaining the books’ original content.
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FOREWORD

I am honored to write the foreword for these three very important works of Dr. Janet Woititz. For many years I had the privilege of knowing Jan. We shared much. There was work, countless speaking engagements, books to be written, stories to be told, laughter to be heard, interviews to be given, thousands of people who wanted someone to listen, and most importantly—friendship. In 1994, after a gallant battle against cancer, Jan died. I miss her.

In June 1994, I was participating in a conference sponsored by the U.S. Journal in Philadelphia as both a speaker and as conference chair. Jan was going to be a speaker at the conference and, as usual, I was looking forward to seeing her and to introducing her to the audience. When I arrived I was informed that, due to illness, Jan had to cancel. I knew that she must have been very sick not to show up. On the evening of the second day, just as I was preparing to deliver my presentation, I was informed that Jan had died. It was decided by the conference sponsors that I should be the one to break the news that evening to the audience. It was a painful task and a difficult night. We had a lost a good friend. So many people had been touched by Jan’s work and life. There was not much to say, but there was a lot to be felt.

Now, years later, I am being asked to introduce Jan again by writing the foreword for some of her works. This feels right for two old friends.

In 1983, Jan wrote a book about adults who as children grew up in alcoholic families. She titled her book Adult Children of Alcoholics. Prior to that, in 1978, I wrote a book about children living in alcoholic families. I titled the book Children of Alcoholics. Obviously, we were both very creative with our book titles! But maybe that was the point. We took feelings of self-doubt, feelings of shame, feelings of being different and behaviors of denial, covering up, and pretending to be normal and gave them a name. We named the condition for what it was—children and adult children of alcoholics. Straight to the point. Straight to the heart. No more denial, no more misdiagnosis, no more lack of intervention and no more excuses for not recognizing the impact of parental alcoholism on children.

During those years there were approximately 28.6 million children of alcoholics in the United States. Of those, about 22 million were adults. For them childhood was over, but not the impact. They were now adults and Jan’s work was not only a breath of fresh air, but also for many, it was the story of their lives written by someone who understood. Her work offered hope to the many victims of alcoholic families who believed that their lives were different and that surely something was wrong with them. Now, years later, their numbers continue to grow.

The three works that are contained in this book have helped millions of adult children of alcoholics to realize that there are reasons for the way that they think, believe and feel about themselves. There are reasons that adult children of alcoholics have often felt isolated, have had difficulty in relationships, at work or feeling good about themselves.

If you are an adult child of an alcoholic and you are reading this book, you will find out that many of your feelings, behaviors and thoughts are normal. Perhaps, more than anything else, Jan helped adult children not only to gain insight into themselves, but also to feel normal for the first time in their lives. And her work reveals that just because you are an adult child of an alcoholic does not mean that something is wrong with you. She tried to tell us that how you felt growing up with all of the limitations, fears, isolation and self-condemnation is not how you have to live as an adult today. As an adult child of an alcoholic you have something today that you did not have as a child. You have a choice. You can change. You can break the legacy of addictive families. Jan knew this, and it is the core of her writings.

Combining these three works into a single volume makes a lot of sense. This new work talks about adult children at home, in love and at work. In each of these areas, we find that the experiences of growing up in an alcoholic family are apparent. In Adult Children of Alcoholics, Jan helps us to understand ourselves by examining many of the thoughts and behaviors shared by many adult children. She offers insights and strategies for overcoming childhood trauma and hope for our futures.

In Struggle for Intimacy, we find the core of most problems for adult children—how to develop healthy relationships. She shows us that all the ingredients of being truly intimate, such as being vulnerable, allowing others to get close and liking ourselves, are the exact opposite of the survival skills developed by most adult children of alcoholics while they were growing up. She also shows us that just as we learned to protect ourselves from emotional pain while growing up, we can now learn the necessary skills to improve our relationships.

Finally in The Self-Sabotage Syndrome, we find that the very characteristics and behaviors that often make adult children very successful 3occupationally can be the very same characteristics and behaviors that put us at such a high risk for professional burnout. We might make great employees because of our workaholism, perfectionism and willingness to accept responsibility, but without self-care we are in danger of self-destructing.

I cannot speak for Jan, but whether you are an adult child or you are trying to help one, I hope that this book helps you. It is obvious by the tributes to Jan and the many bestseller lists for her books that she has helped millions. Her message has stood the test of time and it has always remained clear. It will never be dated. We do have a choice about how we live. And I thank Jan for reminding us of that.

—Robert J. Ackerman, Ph.D.
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At Home:
 Adult Children
 of Alcoholics




 
A Message from

DR. JANET WOITITZ

Preface

Ten years ago when I began to explore the possibility of writing a book about what happened to children of alcoholics when they grew up, I had no idea what the impact of such a book would be.

It has long been my belief that anyone who sees the world in a slightly different way from others has a responsibility to publish and make those perspectives available to others. It was with this in mind that I began working on the project. My friends and colleagues shrugged their shoulders. I was, once again, making a mountain out of what others considered a molehill—or less. Since it was a familiar position for me to be in, I was not discouraged.

I had done my doctoral dissertation, Self-Esteem in Children of Alcoholics, in the middle 1970s. At that time, the only other work in this area was Margaret Cork’s The Forgotten Children. There appeared to be very little interest in this topic. The prevailing thinking in the alcoholism field was that if the alcoholic got well, the family would get well. So attention was focused on the alcoholic. After all, most folks find the person with the lampshade on his or her head more interesting than the partner cowering in the corner. This was not true for me; I have always been more fascinated by the reactors than the actors.

The ’70s, when I was doing my research, was an era of great individual exploration. It was a time of encounter groups, drug exploration and sexual freedom. It was a time of I—I—I. So the idea that there were millions of people being profoundly impacted by the behaviors and attitudes of others and who had no self to indulge ran contrary to the flow of the time.

I had been outspoken against the Vietnam War when John Kennedy was in office. I had argued for civil rights before the sit-ins. Since I was acutely aware of the overwhelming impact of my husband’s alcoholism on me and my children, it was only natural that I call it the way that I saw it. It also was not surprising that my point of view was not shared.

My continuing interest in what happens to the family led to my writing Marriage on the Rocks. I had found that if I gave my clients a talk about what other folks I knew felt about living with alcoholism, it would cut down their denial. When I told them before they told me, they were amazed and relieved. This led me to believe that if someone saw their feelings and experiences in print, it would validate them even more strongly and be helpful in the therapeutic process. Someone needed to bring this reality out of the closet. This information had to be shared.

When Marriage on the Rocks was published, I went on a book promotion tour that covered all the major markets in this country. The idea of the influence of what we now call “codependency” was not of general interest. Although the need was great, the denial was clearly greater.

Ironically enough, almost every radio and television station I visited greeted me with an apology because my book had been stolen. I knew what that meant. Someone living with alcoholism was too embarrassed to ask to borrow the book. I also found that I was invited not because it was a “hot topic” but because a reporter or producer had the problem and wanted a private session with someone who “understood.”

The Al-Anon program was and continues to be a primary resource for family members. I will always be grateful for the personal support and professional encouragement I received in those rooms. It was the one place where folks believed that the family could get well regardless of what the alcoholic did. Since the program is designed primarily to serve the newest member living with an active problem, and rightly so, others who are in different life circumstances have to do some translating in order to relate what is being said to their own lives and to gain the benefit. So adult children, although equally needy, don’t quite connect. The development of much-needed support groups specifically for ACOAs fills that gap.

In 1979 I was invited to participate in a symposium in Washington, D.C., on services to children of alcoholics. It was sponsored by the National Institute for Alcoholism and Alcohol Abuse (NIAAA). Twelve of us were invited, and we were told that they only had twenty-four people in the country to choose from. For the first time I felt that I was among other professionals who appreciated the importance of the work.

In 1980 I was invited to design and teach a course on counseling children of alcoholics at Rutgers University Summer School of Alcohol Studies. It was then—and to the best of my knowledge still is—the only course of its type in the world. It is a great credit to Rutgers and the willingness of those involved in the summer school that they were educational leaders. That course set the spark. And it was so wonderful to be validated and supported. Soon there was much interest within the alcohol treatment community, and I received invitations from all over the country to address and train professionals.

At about the same time the adolescents whom I had known through friends in Al-Anon and through my clinical practice were growing up. It was clear to me that the struggles of those who were affected by an alcoholic parent were somewhat different from others of the same age whom I knew and with whom I worked. One day when I was giving a lecture on children of alcoholics, I happened to say, “The child of an alcoholic has no age. The same things hold true if you are five or fifty-five.” I am convinced that it was from that moment on that people started listening differently. I was no longer talking about “the children.” I was talking about them.

I made the decision to form a group that focused on the problems of being an ACOA, to work in this area with individual cases and to test my findings nationally. For the next two years I did precisely that. No matter where I went in this country or abroad, the response was the same: “You are describing me and my life.” “At long last I feel validated.” “I am not crazy.” From those findings, I wrote the book Adult Children of Alcoholics.

Adult Children of Alcoholics was not designed as a clinical book. It was not a scientific report of my research. It was rather a sharing of my observations and of the consensus of self-understandings of the hundreds of adult children of alcoholics with whom I came in contact. In describing the characteristics of ACOAs, I was not discussing character defects. I was sharing my awareness. It is my belief that knowledge is freedom and that those who identified could now have new choices. They could decide to work on changing aspects of themselves that cause them difficulty, or they could choose not to do so. In either event they had greater self-knowledge, which leads to greater self-understanding, which helps in the development of a sense of self. It was a win-win situation.

Adult Children of Alcoholics was not an immediate bestseller. It was turned down by many publishers. Once again I was told that I was making a big deal about a little problem. Perhaps it was worth a pamphlet but not a book. I had met Gary Seidler of the U.S. Journal at a National Council on Alcoholism conference, and someone who was familiar with my work suggested that I show him the manuscript. We are both glad I did.

The book was first published in 1983 and was sold primarily by mail order. The bookstores were not interested. ACOAs who read it told each other about it and started buying copies for all the members of their families. The word was getting out. Bookstores began to carry it because of the demand, but for the most part they kept it hidden in the back of the store. People who wanted it had to ask for it. They could not just take it off the shelf. This created discomfort for folks who had been taught to keep their family business a secret. They were forced to ask a stranger for a book the mere title of which would tell all. The need overcame the embarrassment.

By 1987 sales swelled and Adult Children of Alcoholics hit The New York Times bestseller list and stayed there for close to a year. The book had not been promoted nor had it been marketed. Even when it was on the list, it was not placed, for the most part, with the other bestsellers. The demand was truly grassroots. The people who believed it would be useful demanded the right to read it.

At this writing, Adult Children of Alcoholics has sold close to 2 million copies in the United States, Canada, England, Australia and New Zealand. It has been translated into Norwegian, Finnish, Danish and German, and will be translated into Russian. There is the beginning of international recognition that the impact of alcoholism on children is similar regardless of culture, race, national origin, religion or economics. It is truly a pandemic. The language of suffering is universal.

It also has become clear that the impact of other troubled systems is similar, and that the alcoholic family system is a model for many other troubled families as well.

Since part of the recovery process from alcohol is to give up “the secrets,” folks involved in overcoming this disease have nothing left to hide. They are wonderful about letting us study and learn from them. They benefit and we benefit and others who identify also benefit.

Adult Children of Alcoholics was originally written with only children of alcoholics in mind. Since its first publication, we have learned that the material discussed applies to other types of dysfunctional families as well. If you did not grow up with alcoholism but lived, for example, with other compulsive behaviors such as gambling, drug abuse or overeating, or you experienced chronic illness or profound religious attitudes, or you were adopted, lived in foster care or in other potentially dysfunctional systems, you may find that you identify with the characteristics described here. It appears that much of what is true for the children of alcoholics is also true for others and that this understanding can help reduce the isolation of countless persons who also thought they were “different” because of their life experience. Welcome.

Five years ago I founded with the assistance of several talented colleagues the Institute for Counseling and Training in Verona, New Jersey. Now in West Caldwell, the institute is designed to provide excellence of outpatient care and education to individuals and to families who identify with the problems found in the alcoholic family system. Another purpose of the institute is to provide a research base to add to the knowledge in the field. This has led to several other published works that take a deeper look at aspects discussed in general terms in Adult Children of Alcoholics.

Struggle for Intimacy was written as a direct response to the desire that our clients have to develop healthy intimate relationships and to identify the pain involved in that process. It is important to be clear as to the nature of the struggle in order to be able to make desired changes.

My desire for those working in employee assistance programs to understand the value of and the conflicts experienced by the ACOA led to my writing Home Away from Home. It was an attempt to make clear to the employer the value of the adult child in the work force and the risk of burnout if that value is exploited. Later, an edition designed for the general consumer was published as The Self-Sabotage Syndrome. The point made in both editions is that when folks do not address the characteristics of ACOAs, the workplace becomes a replica of the home and the adult child can once again feel victimized.

We are seeing more and more men and women who suffer from traumas related to sexual and sexuality abuse, and who need to heal from that abuse. Their experiences inhibit their ability to appreciate their worth either individually or in relationships. That prompted my writing Healing Your Sexual Self.

Adult Children of Alcoholics was largely based on the premise that for the ACOA there is a lack of database: ACOAs do not learn what other children learn in the process of growing up. Although they do wonderfully well in crisis, they do not learn the day-to-day process of “doing life.” So when Alan Garner suggested we do a book together—Life Skills for Adult Children—it seemed like a logical next step. It was a return to basics. Insight and adjustment will only take you so far. The next step is to “live it” and to be educated as to “how to do it.”

When Peter Vegso approached me about revising Adult Children of Alcoholics, it was a curious thought. After all, what was true then is true now. Why fix what is working? As I thought more about it, I realized that there was a section missing—a section on recovery. When I first wrote the book, there were no recovery programs for ACOAs. The idea that calling yourself an ACOA had validity was being debated, and many folks had difficulty accepting the idea that one could recover from the experience. At about the time the book came out, support groups were starting in different parts of the country. As support groups developed, so did recovery programs, and more people began working and writing in the field. Within the last few years, many more therapists have specialized in working with ACOAs, and books, workshops and conferences have proliferated. Public awareness has grown and the recovery industry has been born.

At one point, there was shame involved in admitting to being a child from a dysfunctional family; now it is okay. At one point the isolation involved in this life experience was profound; now one can have a sense of being a part of the whole human family. Because of these developments, recovery now has a special meaning for ACOAs. Therefore a basic book about what it means to be an ACOA needs a section on recovery hints to help keep the recovering ACOA on track. So a new chapter has been added, as well as this limited history of “the ACOA book” and the subsequent “ACOA movement” according to “Jan.”

It is heartwarming to feel heard, at last.

Introduction

During the last several years, more and more research has been done on alcoholism in this society. Although figures vary, there is general agreement that there are upwards of 10 million alcoholics in this country.

These people, as well as being victims themselves, have an adverse impact on those with whom they associate. Employers, relatives, friends and families of alcoholics suffer from the effects of alcoholism. Many person-hours of work are lost because of absenteeism and inefficiency due to alcoholism. Relatives and friends are manipulated into making excuses for and covering up for the alcoholic. The promises of reform, although short-lived, are believed because those who care want to believe them, and, as a result, they unknowingly become part of the disease pattern.

Those who are the closest suffer most of all. The family is affected when the employer has to terminate the alcoholic’s services. The family is affected when the relatives and friends can no longer tolerate the consequences of alcoholism and avoid the alcoholic and his/her family. The family is also directly affected by the alcoholic’s behavior. Unable, without help, to counteract this, the family members get caught up in the consequences of the illness and become emotionally ill themselves.

The bulk of popular interest has been with alcoholism, alcohol abuse and alcoholics. Less attention has been paid to the family, and, more specifically, to the children living in alcoholic homes.

There is little question that there are large numbers of children affected by living in alcoholic homes. Identification of these children has been difficult for several reasons, including embarrassment, ignorance about alcoholism as a disease, denial and protection of children from unpleasant realities.

Although the suffering manifests itself behaviorally in different ways, children of alcoholics seem to have in common a low self-esteem. This is not surprising, since the literature indicates that the conditions which lead an individual to value himself or to regard herself as a person of worth can be briefly summarized by the terms “Parental warmth,” “clearly defined limits” and “respectful treatment.”1

There is considerable literature in which it is argued that these conditions are absent or inconsistently present in the alcoholic home.2 The alcoholic parent’s behavior is affected by the chemicals within, and the nonalcoholic parent’s behavior is affected by reaction to the alcoholic. Little emotional energy remains to consistently fulfill the many needs of children who become victims to the family illness.

Parents are models whether they want to be or not. According to Margaret Cork, it is in the give-and-take of relationships with parents and others that the child finds a sense of security and self-esteem and an ability to deal with complex inner problems.3

Coopersmith’s study with adolescent boys indicates that children develop self-trust, adventuresomeness and the ability to deal with adversity if they are treated with respect and are provided with well-defined standards of values, demands for competence and guidance toward solutions of problems. The development of individual self-reliance is fostered by a well-structured, demanding environment, rather than by largely unlimited permissiveness and freedom to explore in an unfocused way.

The research of both Stanley Coopersmith and Morris Rosenberg has led them to believe that pupils with high self-esteem perceive themselves as successful. They are relatively free of anxiety and psychosomatic symptoms, and can realistically assess their abilities. They are confident that their efforts will meet with success, while being fully aware of their limitations. Persons with high self-esteem are outgoing and socially successful and expect to be well received. They accept others and others tend to accept them.

On the other hand, according to Coopersmith and Rosenberg, pupils with low self-esteem are easily discouraged and sometimes depressed. They feel isolated, unloved and unlovable. They seem incapable of expressing themselves or defending their inadequacies. They are so preoccupied with their self-consciousness and anxiety that their capacity for self-fulfillment can be easily destroyed.4

My own research for Self-Esteem in Children of Alcoholics5 showed that children of alcoholic parents have lower self-esteem than those who do not come from homes where alcohol is abused. This was expected. Since self-esteem is based most importantly on the amount of respectful, accepting and concerned treatment from significant others, it is logical to assume that the inconsistency of the presence of these conditions in an alcoholic home would negatively influence one’s ability to feel good about herself.

Interestingly enough, a variable such as the age of the subject was insignificant as a determinant of self-esteem.6 Eighteen-year-olds and twelve-year-olds saw themselves in essentially the same way. They may behave differently, but they don’t have different self-feelings. This points up the fact that self-perceptions do not change over time without some form of intervention. The way the self-attitude manifests itself will change, but not the self-perception.

If this is true, and research tends to support this concept, then an important population to pay attention to are the adult children of alcoholics.

We have not ignored this population. We have simply not labeled them fully. We have called them alcoholics. We have called them spouses of alcoholics. We have not given them acknowledgment of the full measure of their exposure. It is time to identify them further. It is time to call them ACOAs. It is important to recognize this factor because there are very profound implications for treatment if we do so. The adult child of an alcoholic has been affected and has reacted in ways that those who are not adult children of alcoholics may not have. This book will profile for you the adult child of the alcoholic, what it means and what the implications are.

 It will discuss how poor self-image shows itself and will offer very specific suggestions as to ways to change, if that is desirable.

 I have been working with groups of adult children of alcoholics. We are taking an in-depth look at their thoughts, attitudes, reactions and feelings, and the powerful influence of alcohol in their lives.

 Half of the group members are recovering alcoholics, the other half are not. Half are men. Half are women. The youngest member is twenty-three. Some are married, some single. Some have children, some do not. All are committed to self-growth.

 There are certain generalizations that recur in one form or another at virtually every meeting. These perceptions are worthy of careful examination and discussion.

 1. Adult children of alcoholics guess at what normal behavior is.

2. Adult children of alcoholics have difficulty following a project through from beginning to end.

3. Adult children of alcoholics lie when it would be just as easy to tell the truth.

 4. Adult children of alcoholics judge themselves without mercy.

 5. Adult children of alcoholics have difficulty having fun.

 6. Adult children of alcoholics take themselves very seriously.

7. Adult children of alcoholics have difficulty with intimate relationships.

8. Adult children of alcoholics overreact to changes over which they have no control.

9. Adult children of alcoholics constantly seek approval and affirmation.

10. Adult children of alcoholics usually feel that they are different from other people.

11. Adult children of alcoholics are super responsible or super irresponsible.

12. Adult children of alcoholics are extremely loyal, even in the face of evidence that the loyalty is undeserved.

13. Adult children of alcoholics are impulsive. They tend to lock themselves into a course of action without giving serious consideration to alternative behaviors or possible consequences. This impulsivity leads to confusion, self-loathing and loss of control over their environment. In addition, they spend an excessive amount of energy cleaning up the mess.

This book is written to and for adult children of alcoholics. It is also my hope that counselors and other interested persons will find it to be of value.

It can be useful in a number of ways: (1) To gain greater knowledge and understanding of what it means to be the child of an alcoholic, and how this process evolves over time; (2) To use as a self-help or clinical guide in working toward individual growth; and (3) As a basis for discussion groups of adult children of alcoholics.

I have had many requests from all over the country as to how to go about setting up groups for adult children of alcoholics, how to meet their special needs, and yet remain true to the principles of AA and Al-Anon. This book provides an answer to these questions.


1S. Coopersmith, “Self-Concept Research Implications for Education.” Paper presented to the American Education Research Association, Los Angeles, Calif., 6 February 1969.

2M. B. Bailey, “Alcoholism and Family Casework (New York National Council on Alcoholism, New York City Affiliate Inc., 1968).M. Hecht, “Children of Alcoholics Are Children at Risk.” American Journal of Nursing 73 (10) October 1973: 1764-1767.

3 Margaret Cook, The Forgotten Children (Toronto: Alcohol and Drug Addiction Research Foundation, 1969), 36.

4 S. Coopersmith,The Antecedents of Self-Esteem (San Francisco: W. H. Freeman and Co., 1967). Morris Rosenberg, Society and the Adolescent Self-Image (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1965).

5 J. Woititz, Doctoral Dissertation, New Brunswick, New Jersey, May 1976.

6 Variables such as sex, religion, occupation and sibling order also proved to have no statistical significance.







1

What Happened to You As a Child?

When is a child not a child? When the child lives with alcoholism. But, more correctly, when is a child not childlike? You certainly looked like a child and dressed like a child. Other people saw you as a child, unless they got close enough to that edge of sadness in your eyes or that worried look on your brow. You behaved much like a child, but you were not really frolicking, you were more just going along. You didn’t have the same spontaneity that the other kids had. But no one really noticed that. That is, unless they got very close, and even if they did, they probably didn’t understand what it meant.

Whatever others saw and said, the fact remains that you didn’t really feel like a child. You didn’t even have a sense of what it’s like to have a child’s feelings. A child is very much like a puppy…offering and receiving love freely and easily, scampering, somewhat mischievous, playful, doing work for approval or a reward, but doing as little as possible. Most important, being carefree. If a child is like a puppy, you were not a child.

Others could describe you in a very simple sentence, probably related to the role you adopted in the family. Children who live in alcoholic homes take on roles similar to those taken on in other dysfunctional families. But in this kind of family, we see it very clearly. Others are aware of it, too, only they don’t recognize it for what it is.

For example, “Look at Emily, isn’t she remarkable? She’s the most responsible child I have ever seen. I wish I had one like that at home.” If you were Emily, you smiled, felt good and enjoyed getting the praise. You probably didn’t allow yourself to think, “I wish I could be good enough for them.” And you certainly didn’t allow yourself to think, “I wish my parents thought I was terrific. I wish I could be good enough for them,” or “Well, if I didn’t do it, who would?”

To an outsider looking in, you were simply a remarkable little child. And the truth of the matter is, you were. They just didn’t see the whole picture.

You might have taken on another role in the family. You might have been the scapegoat, the one in trouble all the time. You were the family’s way of not looking at what was really happening. People said, “Would you look at that Tommy, he’s always in trouble. Boys will be boys. I was the same way when I was his age.”

If you were Tommy, what did you feel? You might not allow yourself to feel. You’d just look at the person and you’d know that they really weren’t like you when they were your age. If they were, they wouldn’t be so flip about it. Yet, you couldn’t allow yourself to say, and probably wouldn’t even allow yourself to wonder, “What do I have to do in order to get them to pay attention to me? Why does it have to be this way?”

You might have been more like Barbara and become the class clown. “Gee, she should really be a comedienne when she grows up. How clever, how funny, how witty!” And if you were Barbara, you might smile, but underneath you wondered, “Do they know how I really feel? Life really isn’t that funny. I seem to have fooled them. I can’t let them know.”

And then there’s little Margaret, or is it Joan? Somehow I can never really get the name straight. That little child off in the corner. That withdrawn child—the one who never gives anyone any trouble. And the little child wonders, “Am I invisible?” That child doesn’t really want to be invisible but hides in a shell, hoping to be noticed, powerless to do anything about it.

You looked like a child, you dressed like a child, to some degree you behaved like a child, but you sure as hell didn’t feel like a child. Let’s take a look at what it was like at home.

Home Life

Children of alcoholics grow up in similar environments. The cast of characters may be different, but what happens in each alcoholic home is not a whole lot different. The specific happenings may vary but, in general, one alcoholic home environment is like another. The undercurrent of tension and anxiety is ever present. What happens with it in particular may vary, but the resulting pain and remorse predictably follow. The differences exist more in the way you reacted to your experiences than to the experiences themselves.

You internalized what happened differently and, as a result, behaved differently. But most of you felt pretty much the same inside.

Remember what it was like at home? You can visualize what it looked like, but do you remember what it felt like? What did you expect when you walked in the door? You hoped that everything would be fine, but you never really knew for sure. The only thing you were sure of was that you never knew what you would find or what was going to happen. And somehow, no matter how many times things went awry, as soon as you walked in the door, you were never prepared.

If your father was the alcoholic, sometimes he was loving and warm. He was everything you wanted a father to be: caring, interested, involved, promising all the things that a child wants. And you knew he loved you, too.

But other times he wasn’t that way. Those were the times he was drunk. When he didn’t come home at all, you worried and waited. At home, he passed out, got into big fights with your mother, even came at you, which was really scary. Sometimes you got in the middle, trying to keep the peace. Never knowing what was going to happen, you always felt somewhat desperate. And then the drunk father forgot all those promises he made the day before. That felt strange, because you knew he meant it when he promised them. You thought, Why doesn’t it ever happen? Why doesn’t he ever do what he says he is going to do? It really isn’t fair.

And then there was your mother. In a very funny kind of way, even with all of his problems you may have preferred your father. Because she was grouchy and irritable, acting as if she had the weight of the world upon her shoulders, and tired all the time, you felt like you were in the way. Even though she told you that you were not in the way, you couldn’t help feeling it.

She may have gone off to work. Your father may not have had a job. You couldn’t help feeling that if you weren’t in the picture, there wouldn’t be all this trouble. Your mother wouldn’t be fighting with your father. She wouldn’t be tense all the time; she wouldn’t be screaming; she wouldn’t be so short-tempered. Life could be a whole lot easier if you simply weren’t there. And you felt very guilty. Somehow your very existence caused this: If you were a better kid, there would be fewer problems. It was all your fault, but there didn’t seem to be anything you could do to make life better.

If your mother was the alcoholic, chances are your father had already left or was staying pretty late at the office. He didn’t want to be around. Or perhaps he came home at lunchtime to do your mother’s work. He sewed the buttons on your clothes and made your lunch. That may have happened for a while. But you felt peculiar about it, because you knew it wasn’t his job and he was doing it to make up for the fact that your mother was drunk.

In the end, you probably took over the things that mothers usually do. You learned pretty fast how to cook, clean and shop. In addition to taking over the care of younger brothers and sisters, in a very real way you may have become a mother to your mother. You may have helped her to eat and clean herself up, even helped her up to bed so the younger kids wouldn’t see her passed out. You took care of the whole family.

In her sober moments, your mother tried to make up for what she lacked, and guilt overwhelmed you. There might have been long periods of time when she delayed her drinking to try and keep the home in order. How painful for you to be aware of her struggle. How grateful, but how guilty, you felt as you got more and more confused. Just what was your role?

If both your parents were alcoholic, life was even less predictable, except they took turns getting worse. Being home was like being in hell. The tension was so thick that you could cut it with a knife. That nervous, angry feeling was in the air. Nobody had to say a word, as everybody could feel it. It was extremely tense and uncomfortable. Yet there was no way to get away from it, no place to hide and you wondered, Will it ever end?

You probably had fantasies about leaving home, about running away, about having it over with, about your alcoholic parent becoming sober and life being fine and beautiful. You began to live in a fairy-tale world, with fantasy and in dreams. You lived a lot on hope, because you didn’t want to believe what was happening. You knew that you couldn’t talk about it with your friends or adults outside your family. Because you believed you had to keep these feelings to yourself, you learned to keep most of your other feelings to yourself. You couldn’t let the rest of the world know what was going on in your home. Who would believe you, anyway?

You saw your mother covering up for your father. You heard her making excuses about how he was too sick to go to work. Even if you said something to her about your father, she pretended that it wasn’t true. She said, “Oh, nonsense, don’t worry about it. Eat your cereal.” You learned quickly to keep your father’s drinking to yourself, as your stomach churned, you felt tight inside, you cried into the night—if you could still cry.

Your fantasies about leaving home or living with a family that was like The Brady Bunch you knew would never happen. It was very difficult for you to go away from home, even for a weekend. If you left overnight, you worried about what was going on at home: If I am away from home, I am like a rat leaving a sinking ship. How will they get along without me? They need me. In a very real way, they did need you. Without you, the family would have to relate to each other. There was no escape.

You were trapped. You were trapped physically and trapped emotionally. These feelings are expressed by Gloria in the following dream:


The following is a description of a dream that I had when I was about eight years old. That was nearly fifteen years ago; it remains to date the most vivid and most frightening dream I can remember. It took place during a period of my life when my mother’s drinking problem started getting “serious.”

The dream was in black and white. A transparent, hazy mist surrounded everything. It was strange to me because I was not only in the dream, but observing myself in the dream. I could see myself as one might see oneself on TV or film.

My mother and I were in a very dark and gloomy place; it resembled a dungeon. We were both behind bars in what seemed to be a cage or jail. The place had no walls, no floor, no ceiling; only the cage, my mother and myself, and the black void. I remember pacing back and forth; I was restless but not frightened. Then, out of nowhere, there appeared a guard, a woman in uniform. She walked up to the cage, unlocked the door and released my mother. She took my mother by the arm and led her away. I was left behind. And so I waited, patiently, certain that in due time the guard would return and release me also. I waited and waited for what seemed to be an eternity. Finally, something appeared out of the dark. I thought it was the guard coming for me. Instead, it was a strange, inhuman thing, which very slowly passed by the cage and then disappeared out of sight. It vanished into the void, and I was left alone. The thought hit me that no one was going to release me. I was alone. I became panic-stricken.

I awoke terrified. I was beyond reason. I remember sitting up in bed and screaming. At least I thought I was screaming. I forced the air from my lungs, but no sound came from my throat. So, I took another huge, deep breath, and still there was no sound. I had lost my voice.

I was trying to call for my mother. I wanted her beside me so badly, but she had no way of hearing me. So I slid back under the covers and prayed that in the morning my voice would return. And then I went to sleep.
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Gloria felt trapped. Gloria was trapped. She was alone with her pain. She told no one, and every day after school she would come straight home and take care of her mother. As painful as that was, it was easier than being at school and worrying. Nobody noticed. Nobody saw. Gloria was a good little girl who did as she was told and gave nobody any trouble.

School

Your home life was not only miserable; it influenced your life at school. How did you do in school? If you were like Emily, the super-achiever and responsible one, you did very well. You were there, doing whatever was asked of you. You got high grades and a lot of praise. You may even have been the kid who got to clean the blackboard. And it was an escape for a while, from home and from your true feelings. Nobody thought you were a child with very serious problems. Teachers might have said to your parents, “I wish I had one at home like that.”

If you fell into the other categories, your performance was spotty. Depending on how intelligent you were and how cleverly you had learned to manipulate, you could determine to some extent how well you did in school. You might do well one semester in one course and badly in another, until finally you gave up altogether. Or you slid through. Or, like Don, you tried to bully your way through.

Unfortunately, you took on many characteristics of your alcoholic parent. People behave as they have learned to behave, whether they like it or not—whether they want to or not. Alcoholics do not want to take responsibility for their behavior. Was that you? It certainly was Don.

Don is a seventeen-year-old high school senior living with a recovering alcoholic father. His father, during his drinking years, which were most of Don’s life, was very argumentative and often violent. He invariably got his own way, because others were afraid of him.

Don came to see me because he was in danger of failing his health class. If he failed, it would mean that he would not graduate. The reason the health teacher gave for his imminent failure was that he had never attended health class.

His first response to the situation was identical to what he had heard his alcoholic father say when he was actively drinking. “He can’t do this to me. He has no right to do that. Who does he think he is? I’ll report him to the Board of Education. I’ll have that bastard’s job.” And on and on.

I said nothing.

He then tried the tack his father used when he was no longer drinking but still muddled and still sick. “I know what I’ll do. I’ll go to his home. I’ll throw myself on the ground at his feet. I’ll beg. I’ll plead. I’ll kiss his ring.”

With no response from me, he moved to a third phase—one that demonstrated he had worked long and hard on himself. “I guess what I will have to do is make an appointment with him and sit down and see if there is anything I can do to make up the work.”

Don had learned to take responsibility for his behavior. It was a hard lesson because it did not automatically come out of his life experience. Responsibility had to be taught.

If he had remained belligerent, he would have failed and not understood why. He could consider himself a victim and blame others. The child who continues with this behavior becomes more and more antisocial and is likely to end up in a penal institution. Those around him judge his behavior harshly, and he will not understand because he did not learn the alternatives.

If he had gotten stuck at the second stage, he might have been able to pull it off. The con artist can generally get away with it for a while. This, too, is what he learned at home. The highly manipulative behavior of the alcoholic for a while reaps rewards in terms of achieving the ends that he thinks are desirable. But manipulation doesn’t work forever; others stop being fooled and the alcoholic gets caught. This happens to the child of the alcoholic, too. He gets away with it—for a while. Having a distorted sense of his own power, he doesn’t quite know what hit him when he is finally caught.

The third alternative is the desirable one, as it gave Don the greatest opportunity to resolve his problem in a satisfactory way. It is a way that allowed him to take some pride in himself, no matter what the results. If the teacher will work out a compromise, he will graduate with the class. If the teacher will not work out a compromise, he did what he could to better the situation. He can begin to respect himself.

This particular case has a happy ending. The teacher and Don worked out a program whereby he could make up the work. He was able to graduate with his class.

Another problem in school was the inability to concentrate. Quite often your thoughts were directed to the fantasies you constructed to make life okay, or to stop worrying. What’s going to happen to me? Will everything be all right? What will happen when I get home? You might have gotten into trouble for staring out the window. The teacher said, “Suzy daydreams all the time. I wish she’d pay better attention.”

Well, if you were Suzy, you probably wanted to pay better attention—but how could you? Especially if you had been up all night listening to your parents screaming and yelling at each other. How were you going to concentrate in school if you hadn’t had a good night’s sleep? And what difference did it make anyway? Things were so bad. Who really cared? Who really gave a damn if you did well or poorly? If you did well, it wasn’t good enough. If you did poorly, you got yelled at. But it passed—nobody really noticed. If you needed help, you knew better than to ask for it. You might get a promise, but nobody had time to help you. So you felt sorry for yourself.

And if by chance there was someone sympathetic to you, a teacher who said, “Is something wrong, Johnny? You look like there is something bothering you,” you automatically said, “No, everything is fine,” and walked away, wanting desperately to cling to that teacher, wanting desperately to say, “Oh my God, it’s so terrible at home.…I’m not really sure what is wrong, but I know something is wrong. Please, please help me.” But you knew that you didn’t talk outside the home about what was going on in the home. At the same time, you wished the teacher hadn’t let you walk away. You wanted someone to understand without your having to tell them, but you didn’t really believe anyone could.

You had learned to keep your feelings to yourself, perhaps not even acknowledging them to yourself. So school, which could have been a haven, became a kind of hell. After a while, you may have misbehaved or stopped going. Maybe, maybe, maybe someone would pay attention. If you got into trouble, you might be pressured into telling the truth.

If you withdrew, you knew you’d be left alone, because you were quiet and didn’t cause anyone any trouble. And the more you did this, the more alone you would feel and the harder it would be to do anything else. Becoming the class clown, a welcome diversion to the students, if not the teacher, worked for a while. You got some attention that way—not the kind you wanted, but at least you weren’t ignored.

But if you stopped going to school, if you got into big enough trouble, somebody would surely pay attention. You cried for help in the only way you knew how. And then you would be punished, but at least they would have noticed. So that was what school was like. It was an additional punishment, simply a place you had to be. If you were lucky, it offered you a little relief. But mostly it was something that you had to go through.

Friends

What about friends—other kids your own age? You might have played with them but somehow you didn’t feel you were one of them. As involved as you looked in the game, you always felt a little different. You didn’t completely belong, so you always felt like an outsider.

It was difficult to make friends for a couple of reasons. One, because it was hard to believe that people really liked you. After all, you had been told all your life that you were such a crummy kid. And if you hadn’t been told in words, you knew it was true, because if it wasn’t, your father wouldn’t have to drink. And even if someone’s good feelings toward you were real, it was a little scary to know that if they got to know you a little better and found out, they wouldn’t be your friend.

You probably got to know some kids. But that caused problems, too. How many times could you go over to your friend’s house without inviting him to your house? There was always a sense of that dreaded day when your friend would say, “Let’s play at your house this afternoon.” You could only go to your friend’s so often without having to face the inevitable. Maybe it just wasn’t worth it to have a friend.

So you might have withdrawn, or you might have behaved in such a way that the kids walked away from you. That way you didn’t have to face them at all. But if you took the risk and made a friend, you knew the day of being found out would come.

When a sixteen-year-old girl met the older brother of a girl she had made friends with when she was younger, it brought back a lot of memories. And she wrote him this poem:

TO

	 
I remember you from long ago,
					
When I was living in a hell

built especially for children.

The walls of your home

were my only salvation.

I’m sure you were never aware of this, though—

because I never really knew you.

This is why I’ve always known you,

but you never did me.

I was a lonely, horrified child—

with nowhere to go

and no one to turn to…

So many years later.

You don’t remember knowing me,

but I do you.

I needed to be where you stood—

a place so unlike my own.
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That household meant a lot to this little girl. However, the dreaded day came—she had to invite her friend to her house. When she brought her friend home, her father was passed out on the living room floor. Her mother very quickly made up a face-saving lie and said, “Oh, he sleeps on the floor because he has a problem with his back and the doctor told him that would be good for his back.” The little girl seemed to accept that but she never came back again. The risk was real. How hard it was to make friends!

And, as you grew up, it became harder and harder because you reached a point where you simply didn’t know how to make friends. “What do I talk to them about? Why would they be interested in me? Why would they like me? I’m not a good person. Why would they want me for a friend?” With all those questions going through your head, how could you feel spontaneous or free? How could you relate well to other kids?

Even if you wanted to stay after school and play with the other kids, it may have been impossible. You may have had to rush home because of responsibilities like taking care of your little brothers and sisters. You may have been worried that your mother was drunk and you would have to take care of her. You may have worried all day and you had to rush right home to see what had happened. In this strange life, you wanted nothing more than to run away, and yet you had to go back as soon as possible.

But that wasn’t your life, your reality. It doesn’t make a whole lot of sense when you look at it now, but it was what you knew then. A child goes away for a camp experience. She went to a camp designed for children of alcoholic parents.

When the child returns home, she sits down and writes about what it felt like inside. Because, although she knew how to behave, she brought all of the confusion and all of the concern of being a child living with alcoholism with her. Nobody saw it, but she shared it with me in the following poem.


C.A.M.P.

I don’t want to be here.

I want to go home.

I’m not going to have a good time.

I don’t have any friends here

And nobody likes me.

Hey! I just had fun!

And I laughed and smiled,

And I feel pretty happy!

Maybe it won’t be so bad after all,

Then, again, I want to go home.

I want to go boating again!

When is it time for lunch?

Can we go on a hike?

I want to go fishing some more!

A campfire!

I don’t understand these “meetings”!

Everybody is saying all these horrible things

And I know exactly how they feel!

Do they understand how I feel, too?

Hey, let’s have another one!

No—they put me to sleep.

I really like my counselors, too.

All of them are really nice.

We do whatever we want

And that’s okay!

What! We’re going home tomorrow?

We just got here, didn’t we?

Go away! You make me mad!

You’re ugly!

And your mother dresses you funny!

I hate you!

Wow, it’s really time to go home.

I don’t know how I feel about this.

I hope I can come back next year.

I don’t want to go home,

I want to be here!

Well, I guess coming here really doesn’t matter after all,

Because you still have to go home

To exactly what you left.
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What about your sense of yourself? Did you have high self-esteem? Did you value yourself? Or consider yourself worthy? Did you consider yourself at all?

In order to measure self-esteem, you need a sense of self. Did you have one? I’m not so sure. A child determines a sense of self by the input of significant people around him or her. As children get older, they make those decisions for themselves or, ideally, they should. But initially they find out who they are by what other people say to them, and they internalize these messages.

But you got a lot of double messages, things that seemed to contradict each other. You didn’t know which part was true, so sometimes you picked one part and sometimes you picked the other part. You were never really sure. Paradoxically, these contradictory messages were probably both true. As a result, your sense of self became somewhat distorted. The messages were not clear. They didn’t make a lot of sense. So who you were and whether or not you valued that person were very difficult to determine.

For example, you heard, “I love you, go away.” What did that mean? Your mother would say to you, “I love you.” You heard and felt those words. But you knew that you were in the way, that she didn’t have time for you, that her concerns were not with you and that you were in her hair. “I love you, go away.” How does that make sense? Which part did you believe? If you believed both, you were confused.

If you believed “I love you” and yet had to go away, what did that do? If you believed both parts, what was the implication as you grew up? People who told you they loved you and yet pushed you away could be extremely desirable.

How about the set of double messages, “You can’t do anything right.…I need you!” The perfectionism of the alcoholic criticized whatever you did. You got the A, you needed the A+. No matter what happened, it wasn’t good enough; there was always a way to find fault. You certainly couldn’t believe you were able to do anything right, no matter how hard you tried.

But the other part of the message, “I need you. I can’t get along without you,” caused you to do a lot of chores around the house. You ended up being, to some degree, the emotional support. Why did they need you if you couldn’t do anything right? It didn’t make a lot of sense, but you knew it was true, because both of those messages were coming through loud and clear.

Next we come to the greatest paradox. “Always tell the truth,” and, “I don’t want to know.” You were told to tell the truth always, because being honest was of value. Moreover, you were told that if something happens and you tell the truth, you will get into less trouble. Remember that one?

You could never be sure about that one, as sometimes it was true and sometimes it wasn’t true. “I don’t want to know” certainly complicated the issue. Why overburden them? Why overburden an already overburdened parent? This is a wonderful rationalization for someone who doesn’t want to take responsibility. What kid wants to own up to a bad deed, especially when he has a parent who models that behavior?

Why give them more to worry about? That is encouraged, at least covertly. Pretty soon you learned that “Always tell the truth” is something you should tell your kids. But the truth really had very little meaning in your household. You heard your parents lie all the time. You heard your nonalcoholic parent covering up for your alcoholic parent, and that was apparently okay. Also, your alcoholic parent was always making promises and never following through. But he didn’t seem to be lying when he made the promise.

What was real and what was unreal got very distorted in your household. So there’s not a whole lot in it for you to tell the truth. And what happened for a while is that you started lying automatically. And since you didn’t feel that you were lying, because everybody’s lying, you didn’t feel too guilty about it. You may even have fooled yourself into believing you were protecting your family. They’ll feel a lot better thinking my ride home was late, you thought, rather than saying, “They caught us smoking a joint on the street and brought us to the juvenile center.”

“I’ll be there for you” and “I give you my word, next time,” are another set of double messages. Your parent was always making promises like, “Saturday we will do this. We’ll get out of this somehow. Everything will be fine. Don’t worry about it. I’ll buy you the dress. I’ll be home for dinner. I care, I’m interested, let’s talk about it sometime.” And then these things never happened. All lies!

In the other part of the message, “I give you my word, next time,” “Well, it didn’t work out this time, but it will work out next time,” the desire to get points for intent and not for behavior became evident. And what did you do with that? Not now, later! The later never came. So there was a third message in there. “Forget it.” You learned how not to want.

We then move into the paradox of, “Everything is fine, don’t worry.” The other part of the message your parent sent out is, “How can I deal with all of this?” A sense of hopelessness, but telling you not to worry. “Okay, okay, I won’t worry.” Somehow it didn’t work that way.

One other confusing message is a judgment on the alcoholic because he or she is an alcoholic, and a dismissal of unacceptable behavior for the same reason. “John is a drunk,” was said with contempt. But then you heard, “Yes, he broke his glass, but he couldn’t help it, he was drunk.” It made no sense. He could not help being drunk if he was an alcoholic, but it was not okay for him to break the glass.

The behavior of the alcoholic got explained away because of the disease. Nobody was allowed to be upset because he or she didn’t mean it.

This double standard had to be confusing. The real message was, “If I am drunk, I can do whatever I want.” Not only was alcoholism used as a cop-out for the alcoholic, but you probably learned how to use it as a cop-out for your own behavior. For example, “Tell your teacher you’ve got family problems and she’ll let you get away with not having your work done. It works every time.”

Ginger was referred to me because of her own drinking, but it was not long before she made sure that I knew how rotten life was because of her father’s alcoholism.

“He’s down on me all the time. He is always on my case.”

“Tell me, Ginger, what are you talking about specifically?”

“If I get in after curfew he yells at me. (Ginger, at fifteen, had a curfew of 1:30 A.M.) If I don’t say ‘good morning,’ he really lets me have it.”

My response to her was, “Ginger, I don’t drink a whole lot but in my house your curfew would be 11:00, and I would do more than yell if you got in late. You would also say ‘good morning’ to me, whether you wanted to or not.”

It’s easy to see that she was using the alcoholism as an excuse to run amok. Then, when her father’s strong reactions proved how terrible he was, in effect, she had set him up. I was pretty rough on Ginger, telling her exactly what I saw her doing and what I thought of it. I also acknowledged the real difficulties in her life.

The following week when she returned I said, “I was pretty hard on you last week; I’m surprised you came back.”

“When I left here last week, I felt terrible, so I knew something must be working,” she replied.

Not really wanting to get away with her bad behavior, she felt relief at someone finally calling her on it. Her mother’s fear of making a bad situation worse by taking a stand had left Ginger very confused. If the child of the alcoholic, not unlike the alcoholic, is ever to mature, there must be accountability. Part of having a strong sense of self is to be accountable for one’s actions. No matter how much we explore motives or lack of motives, we are what we do. We take credit for the good and we must take credit for the bad. The key is to take responsibility for all of our behavior.

The double messages you received as a child caused you to lose sight of yourself. Where are you in the mix? Who’s really concerned with you anyway? Your parents don’t seem to be. Even if you don’t seem to be, your self-image is confused.

The bottom line is that you know your parents love you. You can’t prove it, but you just know it. This fact alone is the reason you can overcome the difficulties of your childhood. It is the critical component that not even alcoholism can destroy. The love may have been distorted, but it was real…your reality was distorted.

Therefore, your sense of self is distorted. Because of this, there are many aspects of life, many aspects of growing up and living life fully, that you haven’t learned. You missed the discussions between parent and child of, “How do I handle this?” and, “What do I do if he says this?” “What do I do with this problem? How can I figure it out?” Your parents were so absorbed in the madness of alcoholism that they had neither the time nor the energy to discuss these problems with you.

So there are a lot of things you are unfamiliar with, things that you simply don’t know. Moreover, there are many things that you don’t even know you don’t know, so you don’t even know what questions to ask.

What you do know is that you never really feel that you fit in, and you can’t figure out why. Everyone else fits in, and you don’t even ask why.

Your childhood feelings, thoughts, experiences and assumptions are carried with you, in one form or another, throughout your life. Adults who don’t work to change and develop remain tied to their parents and/or spouses, react in the workplace the same as they did in school, feel isolated despite the presence of other people, and are afraid to let others know them.

These adults also increase the likelihood that they will become alcoholics, marry alcoholics, or both, thereby perpetuating a vicious cycle.
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