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WHAT IS CO-DEPENDENCY?

Co-dependency is a behavior pattern in which the family members of individuals who abuse alcohol or other drugs “enable” them to continue their addictive behaviors.  Co-dependents build their lives around the addicted family member and, in the process, become dependent on the addict’s chemical dependency.  In other words, the addict may be addicted to alcohol or other drugs, but the co-dependent is addicted to the addict.

WHO BECOMES CO-DEPENDENT?

Members of the addict’s family are most at risk to become co-dependent.  This is especially true for the addict’s spouse and children.  In fact, addiction tends to be a family affair.  For example, most alcoholics come from families in which there is a history of alcoholism.
WHAT IS ENABLING?

Enabling refers to any behavior that allows the addict to continue abusing alcohol or other drugs.  Co-dependents enable addicts by acting in ways that actually make it possible for them to continue their chemical dependency.  Like addicts, co-dependents use defense mechanism (such as rationalization and denial) to excuse their enabling behaviors.

WHAT ARE EXAMPLES OF ENABLING BEHAVIORS?

Co-dependents enable addicts in a variety of ways and in doing so they change their behaviors to meet the needs of the addict.  Examples of enabling behaviors include the following.

· Controlling – Co-dependents may attempt to control the addict’s behaviors through manipulation.

· Cooperating – Co-dependents may become involved in the addicting behaviors themselves.

· Rationalizing – Co-dependents may try to understand, explain and accept the addict’s behaviors.

· Rescuing – Co-dependents may try to save addicts from the consequences of their behaviors.

· Shielding – Co-dependents may cover-up for addicts or protect them from the consequences of their behaviors.
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WHAT ARE THE DANGERS OF CO-DEPENDENCY?
Co-dependency can cause major changes for the individual and the family.  This is because co-dependents may focus so much on the needs and behaviors of the addict that they lose sight of their own lives.  Among other things, co-dependents are in danger of the following.

· Being unable to express their true feelings

· Being unable to form lasting relationships

· Changing who they are and what they feel

· Developing their own addictions

· Feeling responsible to meet other peoples’ needs

· Ignoring their own needs

· Suffering low self-esteem

HOW DOES CO-DEPENDENCY AFFECT CHILDREN?

Co-dependent children tend to adopt one or more of the following roles in response to a parent’s addictive behavior.

· The Adjuster – The “lost” child, who is usually shy and withdrawn, and who copies the alcoholic parent’s behavior

· The Hero – The responsible child who takes over many household tasks and responsibilities

· The Placater – The child who worries constantly about the family’s hurt and pain

· The Scapegoat – The acting-out children who shows anger early in life by causing trouble at home or in school

· The Clown – The child who disrupts tense situations by focusing attention on himself or herself

HOW DOES CO-DEPENDENCY AFFECT CHILDREN WHEN THEY BECOME ADULTS?

As adults, children of addicts often develop their own unhealthy behavior patterns, including these.

· Being addicted to alcohol, drugs, gambling or other compulsive behaviors

· Being addicted to excitement

· Being approval-seekers

· Being perfectionists

· Being terrified of abandonment

· Being unable to trust others

· Carrying a burden of long-term resentment

-2-

· Confusing love and pity

· Developing eating disorders

· Fearing people

· Feeling inadequate

· Having intimacy problems

· Judging themselves harshly

· Living life as victims

· Losing the ability to feel or express feelings

· Marrying addicts

HOW CAN FAMILY MEMBERS RECOVER FROM CO-DEPENDENCY?

Recovery from co-dependency is like recovery from addiction, it requires professional guidance and the support of others who share the same experience.  Recovery from co-dependency also involves the following.

· Accepting the Label – Admitting that they are co-dependent, not crazy, stupid or inadequate

· Admitting the Pain – Denying the pain is part of denying the problems, and the two go together

· Quitting the Use of Willpower to Survive – Realizing that trying to “will” control over the family member’s addictive behavior is futile and self-destructive

· Relinquishing Their Sick Roles and Identities – Giving up their co-dependent behaviors and replacing them with healthy ones

WHY SHOULD FAMILY MEMBERS SEEK HELP FOR CO-DEPENDENCY?
As long as family members remain “trapped” in co-dependency, they continue to support the behaviors of the addict, and do so at great personal expense.  Their lives, both present and future, suffer in many ways that limit their personal growth and happiness.  However, when they finally conquer their co-dependence, they are “free” to feel, express and experience the many joys of life to which co-dependency denied them access.

WHO CAN HELP CO-DEPENDENTS?

Because co-dependence is much like being addicted to alcohol or other drugs, recovery may mean getting guidance from a professional and the support of others who share the same experience.  Visit these websites for additional information.

Children of Alcoholics Foundation
www.coaf.org
Co-Dependents Anonymous

www.codependents.org
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