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WHAT IS AN ALCOHOLIC PARENT?

An alcoholic parent is a father, mother or stepparent who abuses or is addicted to alcohol.  The alcoholic parent develops a pattern of heavy drinking that harms him or her socially, on the job or in the family.  They are either drinking and functioning poorly, or not drinking and suffering from withdrawal.

HOW MANY CHILDREN HAVE ALCOHOLIC PARENTS?

Between 30 and 50 million American children live in families where at least one parent has a serious drinking problem.  A term for these children is “Children of Alcoholics” (COAs).

WHAT ARE THE DRINKING PATTERNS OF ALCOHOLICS?

Alcoholics repeatedly and unsuccessfully attempt to control their excessive drinking.  They also experience blackouts, where they forget what they did while drunk.  The three main drinking patterns of alcoholics include the following.
· Daily intake of large amounts of alcohol

· Heavy drinking on weekends

· Periods of sobriety scattered between binges of heavy drinking

WHAT IS CO-DEPENDENCY?

Co-dependency is behavior in which family members unconsciously help the alcoholic continue the addiction.  Co-dependent children build their lives around the alcoholic parent and, in the process, become dependent on the alcoholic parent’s addiction.

WHAT ARE THE DANGERS OF CO-DEPENDENCY?

Co-dependency can cause COAs to focus so much on the needs and behaviors of the alcoholic parent that they lose sight of their own lives.
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HOW DOES CO-DEPENDENCY AFFECT CHILDREN?

Co-dependent children tend to adopt one or more of the following roles in response to an alcoholic parent’s 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· The Adjuster – The “lost” child, who is usually shy and withdrawn, and who copies the alcoholic parent’s behavior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 THE PARENT’S ALCOHOLISM AFFECT THE CHILDREN?

The alcoholic parent’s emotionally and physically destructive behaviors often result in abuse or neglect.  Children also tend to be caught-up in the consequences of the illness and become emotionally ill themselves.

DO COAs DEVELOP EMOTIONAL AND BEHAVIORAL PROBLEMS?

Emotional illness, crime, delinquency, aggression, truancy, hyperactivity and a range of personality problems are more common among COAs than in the general population.

DO COAs SUFFER STRESS-RELATED DISEASES?

Many COAs live in a constant state of emotional stress.  In alcoholic families, there appears to be a link between childhood stress and the following diseases.

· Ulcers

· Chronic nausea

· Sleeping problems

· Eating disorders

· Dermatitis

Some of these children repress their feelings, and the effects of their childhood stress do not surface until later in life.

-2-
DO COAs DEVELOP LOW SELF-ESTEEM?

Many COAs develop a sense of limited personal worth and low self-esteem.  Some believe they helped cause their parents’ drinking problems.  Others blame themselves for not being able to help their parents overcome alcohol addiction.  Confused communication patterns and abusive treatment further reduces their self-image.

DO COAs HAVE TROUBLE FORMING RELATIONSHIPS?
COAs often find it difficult to form close relationships.  Fear of disclosing the family “problem” can extend to their relationships with teachers and other adults, thus reducing their chances of releasing bottled-up feelings of anger, fear and resentment.

DO ADULT COAs HAVE TROUBLE FORMING INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS?

Many COAS grow up with a distrust of others, unhealthy fears or obsessions and a nagging feeling that they are not “normal” or “healthy.”  These and other problems can harm the formation of intimate relationships later in life.

ARE COAs LIKELY TO BECOME ALCOHOLICS?

One of four COAs becomes an alcoholic, compared to one in 10 children in the general population.  They also are more likely to marry alcoholics.  Studies suggest that social, emotional and physical factors play a part in passing on alcohol problems from one family member to another.

SHOULD COAs BE CONCERNED FOR THEIR CHILDREN?

Yes, growing up in an alcoholic family affects many COAs so deeply that they, too, become addicted to alcohol and continue a family tradition.  Their children, in turn, suffer the consequences of growing up in an alcoholic family, and so on, from one generation to the next.

WHO CAN HELP COAs?

Because co-dependency is much like being addicted to alcohol, 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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