


Dear Reader,
When I first looked at the young woman on the cover peeking out 

from the blinds, I thought it was odd. Why would anyone have their 

blinds closed on an obviously sunny day?

Then I remembered how alcoholism has affected so many of us. I 

recall the need to keep secrets about what is going on in our homes, 

the fear of what other people would think (do they know about the 

raging battle last night?), and the chaos going through my mind 

as I tried to figure out what I could have done differently to have 

prevented all of this. The reality for me and many others was—and 

is—that alcoholism creates isolation, loneliness, loss of self-worth, 

and hopelessness. 

I thought that I was the only one who felt this way. I didn’t feel 

safe to discuss my feelings with my brother and sister, let alone my 

mother. Keeping secrets and lying to cover up behavior that I didn’t 

cause became the norm for me. A happy family was something that 

everyone else seemed to have, just not us. Even that wasn’t quite 

true, because we pretended that we were happy and that what hap-

pened last night wouldn’t happen again.

Alcoholism causes this insanity in the lives of families and friends 

of problem drinkers. Seeking help from professionals seems useless 

and foreboding. What if the professional forced us to leave the fam-

ily situation or to seek outside help? Thus, we continue to isolate 

ourselves and believe that no one else could possibly understand 

the shame and fear we are experiencing.

Many treatment professionals, like the ones writing in this issue, 

have come to see Al‑Anon Family Groups as a resource for their 

clients or patients who are troubled by someone else’s drinking. 

Their continued referrals to Al‑Anon Family Groups have not only 

benefited their clients, but they report that Al‑Anon complements 

the interaction between the professional and the family member in 

a positive way.

I understand the fear of entering a room of strangers, uncertain as 

to what could be the positive benefits of talking to others who have 

similar problems. You might be surprised to find out what you can 

learn from attending one or more Al‑Anon meetings; we also have 

Alateen meetings for your children. 

By reaching out for help, you can begin to break the cycle of 

secrecy and isolation. I hope to see you at a meeting soon.

In fellowship,

Ric B., Executive Director

Al‑Anon Family Group Headquarters, Inc.
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My profession has taken me to dif‑
ferent cities and rural areas. I spent 
years working with diverse popula‑
tions. The family disease of alcohol‑
ism exists everywhere. Each culture is 
unique, but the problem is the same. 

For this reason, I feel that Al‑Anon 
is the best aftercare/maintenance pro‑
gram there is for family members. 

In the treatment of alcoholism, 
the problem is the client’s relation‑
ship with alcohol. In treatment for 
codependency, the problem is the 
relationship of the nonalcoholic rel‑
ative with others. 

It is my opinion that codepen‑
dency is much more insidious and 
covert than alcoholism. This is not 
to say that the physical addiction to 
alcohol is any easier to overcome. 
They both have many facets and are 
equally self-destructive. But it has 
always been my belief that codepen‑
dent behavior is more difficult to 
treat because it is not as obvious as 
the alcoholic’s behavior.

The family members go through an 
ordeal with the drinker with no obvi‑
ous physical signs, such as impaired 
driving charges, swollen livers, or 

chronic unemployment. Instead, the 
family members tend to keep their 
feelings bottled up and stored in a 
dark place within themselves. Many 
are in denial, and most do not know 
what to do with their feelings. 

Most of the family members I refer 
to Al‑Anon are led to it because of 
their love of someone else. At their 
first meeting, everyone patiently 
listens and gives comfort. Over a 
period of time, I have seen many of 
my clients learn to love and focus 
on themselves—despite the alcohol‑
ism—and grow to appreciate their 
own sacredness.
Beth Stephens is the Co-Director of Integrity 
Drug Screening and Analysis in Windsor, 
Ontario.

The underlying effects of 
alcoholism, 

and why 
Al‑Anon helps

By Beth Stephens, ICADC, CGC
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When I was 16, somehow I con‑
fided to my high school guidance 
counselor that my father was an 
alcoholic. I didn’t go around tell‑
ing too many people about that, 
and I can’t remember how it came 
up. He recommended that I go 
to a meeting Sunday night at the 
school.

It was very odd to be in school at 
that time: there were girls as well as 
boys around the table. (This was an 
all-boys school, so I was really on 
unfamiliar ground). I said “hello” to 
my guidance counselor and my Eng‑
lish teacher, and took a seat. 

We went around the room to share 
how our week had gone. When we 
got to the girl next to me—the most 

beautiful girl I had ever seen—she 
said, “I had a pretty good week. My 
father only hit me twice.”

My mouth was still hanging open 
when everyone looked at me to 
speak next. I never went back to that 
meeting.

Almost 40 years later—angry 
and scared—I found my way to an 
Al‑Anon meeting. I had an alcoholic 
wife; our marriage counselor sug‑
gested Al‑Anon Family Groups.

I felt a weight lifted from my chest 
when I first read on the Al‑Anon 
Web site: “I didn’t cause it, I can’t 
control it, and I can’t cure it.” 

On the drive to the meeting, I kept 
saying to myself, “You don’t have to 
go in; just take a look and see.” I 

As a teen, 							       as a grown man, 
I couldn’t accept help; 			   I found it in Al‑Anon

By Dan B., California

went in, so unsure of myself and full 
of self-pity.

I shared when it came round 
to me, though I don’t remember 
what I said. What I do remember 
are the people who came up to me 
afterwards, who seemed to know 

exactly what I was going through. 
They encouraged me to “Keep 
Coming Back.” 

That was 20 months ago. I do 
“Keep Coming Back” to the most 
amazing community of which I have 
ever been a part. 

What are the Al‑Anon Family Groups? 
People concerned about a relative 

or friend’s drinking meet in Al‑Anon 
and Alateen groups throughout the 
U.S., Canada, and worldwide. Our 
groups hold daytime and evening 
meetings in public locations such 
as libraries, churches, or commu‑
nity centers.

Alateen is our program for 
younger members, usually in their 

teens. Many Alateen groups meet 
at the same time and place as an 
Al‑Anon meeting. The Alateen 
members themselves chair their 
own meetings. Alateen Group Spon‑
sors are Al‑Anon members who 
have been certified as compliant 
with Al‑Anon’s safety requirements 
to attend Alateen meetings and, if 
necessary, provide guidance.
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These questions point to the issues shared by people who have been affected 
by someone else’s drinking. If you answered “yes” to even one of these questions, 
you may discover that Al‑Anon or Alateen meetings could give you important 
insight into your situation.

My first exposure to Al‑Anon 
came while my wife was attempt‑
ing an outpatient treatment pro‑
gram. The program directors 
required family members to attend 
an Al‑Anon meeting one night a 
week. 

When I walked into that first 
Al‑Anon meeting, I was struck by 
the fact that I was the only man in a 
room full of women. 

As each of these women shared 
their stories, I found that I could 
identify with much of what they 
were saying. I met Al‑Anon’s only 
requirement for membership: a 
problem of alcoholism in a family 
member or friend.

As I attended subsequent meet‑
ings and became more involved, I 
continued to find that our common 
problem unites me with my fellow 
members in ways that transcend our 
surface differences.

Many people find recovery with‑
out professional help, but insights 
gained about myself in family treat‑
ment gave me a head start toward 
working Al‑Anon’s first five Steps.

Like many others, I thought once 
my wife found sobriety our family 
would live happily ever after. When 
angry words, crises, and slips came, 
I was devastated. A wise lady in my 
home group told me that I needed 
to grow through life’s inevitable 
setbacks by using the tools of the 
Al‑Anon program. 

After attending many meetings, 
reading Al‑Anon literature everyday, 
and working the Twelve Steps with 
the help of my Sponsor and other 
members, I have found that working 
the program has become so much a 
part of who I am that the program 
seems to be working me. I am pro‑
foundly grateful for discovering this 
wonderful way to live my life.

How do I know 
if Al‑Anon or Alateen can 

help me?
It’s easy to see the effects alcoholism has on the alcoholic. It’s not as easy, 

however, to recognize the effect of alcoholism on the family and friends of 
the alcoholic. Here are some questions you can think about to determine if 
you are suffering from the effects of someone else’s drinking. If you answer 
“yes” to any of these questions, Al‑Anon/Alateen may be able to help.

Man finds 
acceptance and 
understanding  
in Al‑Anon group

By David C., Minnesota

“Like many others, I thought once 
my wife found sobriety our family 
would live happily ever after. When 
angry words, crises, and slips came, 
I was devastated.”1. Do you worry about how much 

someone else drinks?
2. Do you have money problems 

because of someone else’s drinking?
3. Do you tell lies to cover up for 

someone else’s drinking?
4. Do you feel that if the drinker cared 

about you, he or she would stop 
drinking to please you?

5. Do you blame the drinker’s behav‑
ior on his or her companions?

6. Are plans frequently upset or can‑
celed or meals delayed because of 
the drinker?

7. Do you make threats, such as, “If you 
don’t stop drinking, I’ll leave you”?

8. Do you secretly try to smell the 
drinker’s breath?

9. Are you afraid to upset someone for 
fear it will set off a drinking bout?

10. Have you been hurt or embar‑
rassed by a drinker’s behavior?

11. Are holidays and gatherings 
spoiled because of drinking?

12. Have you considered calling the 
police for help in fear of abuse?

13. Do you search for hidden alcohol?
14. Do you ever ride in a car with a 

driver who has been drinking?
15. Have you refused social invitations 

out of fear or anxiety?
16. Do you feel like a failure because 

you can’t control the drinking?
17. Do you think that if the drinker 

stopped drinking, your other  prob‑
lems would be okay?

18. Do you ever threaten to hurt your‑
self to scare the drinker?

19. Do you feel angry, confused, or 
depressed most of the time?

20. Do you feel there is no one who 
understands your problems?
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As a psychologist, I use the 
“Family CAGE test”1 when screen‑
ing families who come in with 
adolescents. These four simple 
questions allow me to identify any 
alcoholism in the family that may 
be a contributor to the adolescent’s 
problems. 

The CAGE gets its name from 
the first letters of the words below 
in bold. It asks if anyone in the 
family has: 

• Tried to cut down their drinking?
• Been annoyed by complaints 

about drinking? 
• Felt guilty about drinking? 
• Had an eye-opener—a drink 

when first waking  
up in the morning?

A “yes” answer to any of these 
questions can lead to another series 
of questions to assess the possible 
causes of the adolescent’s problem 
behavior.

I also inquire about a child or 
adolescent’s alcohol use by ask‑
ing screening questions specifically 
for this age group, based upon the 
“CRAFFT”2. As above, the test gets 
its name from the first letters of the 
words below in bold. These are also 

questions that parents can consider 
asking their children:

• Have you ever ridden in a car 
driven by someone (including 
yourself) who was high or had 
been using alcohol or drugs?

• Do you ever use alcohol or 
drugs to relax, feel better about 
yourself, or fit in?

• Do you ever use alcohol or 
drugs while you are by yourself, 
alone? 

• Do you ever forget things you 
did while using alcohol or 
drugs?

• Do your family or friends ever 
tell you that you should cut down 
on your drinking or drug use? 	

• Have you ever gotten into 
trouble while using?

Again, these are screening ques‑
tions that may surface the need for 
a full assessment. And when I work 
with a family or an adolescent, I 
continue to screen for alcohol use 
throughout treatment of an ado‑
lescent, knowing that due to the 
developmental challenges of this 
age group, an adolescent, even one 
in treatment, can develop a “new” 
problem.

I refer parents to Al‑Anon Fam‑
ily Groups when I determine that 
a child has an alcohol problem. 
Al‑Anon and parenting work very 
well together. 

The results have been particularly 
outstanding in communities where 
parents meet together with other 
parents in an Al‑Anon group. What 
better place to learn how to parent 
better than from peers who have 
experience with similar issues?

At Al‑Anon meetings, parents 
learn they are not alone. They come 

to understand more about the dis‑
ease of alcoholism. They also learn 
the Twelve Steps, which help them 
to recover from the effects of their 
child’s alcoholism. 

My clinical experience led me to 
write guidelines for parents, using 
the ideas found in Al‑Anon’s Twelve 
Steps. For example:

• Reach out for help and 
acknowledge that you are not 
alone.

• Take stock in yourself as a parent.
• Become ready to change by 

giving up the demand to be 
perfect.

• Make conscious changes in 
your parenting by identifying 
specific strategies for healthy 
parenting.3,4

Eventually, parents put their 
energy into controlling what they 
can, instead of wasting energy on 
the rest. Then their children begin to 
make needed changes.

Healthcare professionals should 
seriously consider referring parents 
of underage drinkers to Al‑Anon, 
where they will be connected to a 
network of caring and knowledge‑
able individuals who can mentor 
and support them.

Patricia O’Gorman is a psycholo-
gist from East Chatham, New York.

Recovery 
helps parents detach lovingly 
                      from their children

By Patricia A. O’Gorman, Ph.D.

1. S.H. Frank, A.V. Graham AV, S.J. Zyzanski, S. White, “Use of the Family CAGE in Screening 
for Alcohol Problems in Primary Care,” Arch Fam Med. 1992 Nov;1(2):209-16.
2. J.R. Knight, L. Sherrit, L.A. Shrier, et al. “Validity of the CRAFFT Substance Abuse Screening 
Test Among Adolescent Clinic Patients,” Arch Pediat Adolesc Med. 2003; 157:4333-439.
3. P. O’Gorman, P. Diaz, Breaking the Cycle of Addiction, Deerfield Beach, Florida: HCI, 1987.
4. P. O’Gorman, P. Diaz. The Lowdown on Families Who Get High: Successful Parenting for Fami-
lies Affected by Addiction, Washington DC: CWLA Press, 2004.
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Al‑Anon is a vital resource for 
helping families to find ways to 
become healthy. As a family thera‑
pist, I have found that Al‑Anon 
Family Groups can serve as a North 
Star for families, pointing them in 
the direction of health and growth. 

By attending to their needs and 
their behaviors, the family is better 
able to own their responsibility and 
role in destructive family patterns. 
Al‑Anon Family Groups assist fam‑
ily members to better handle the 
business of daily living for their own 
benefit, not just for the alcoholic. 
This improves the individual fam‑
ily member’s sense of well-being but 
often also has a positive impact on 
the behavior of the alcoholic.

There is a saying that fits Al‑Anon 
well: If you don’t transform your 

pain, you transmit it. There is so 
much pain in the life of an alcoholic 
family. It is important for family 
members to transform their own 
pain. This means facing their hurt 
and letting go of their resentments. 

In the Greek language, the root 
for the term “letting go” is “to dis‑
own.” “I no longer need to own this 
pain or this problem. I disown the 
issues and seek to go on with my 
life.” This does not mean divorcing 
the person or the problem. Al‑Anon 
teaches families how to stop trans‑
mitting their pain onto themselves 
and others. 

We often hear about traits of dys‑
functional families. Rarely do we 
read about healthy families or see 
positive models from which our 
families might learn.

Families have strengths and resil‑
ience, despite their troubles. With an 
investment of energy and commit‑
ment, these strengths can grow over 
time. Here are a few positive traits 
that they can develop:
1. Communication. Family mem‑

bers listen to one another. They 
recognize non-verbal messages, 
express their feelings, and rec‑
ognize put-down phrases that 
inhibit communication. They 
find patterns of reconciliation 
when troubles develop. 

2. Affirmation and support. The 
basic mood of a healthy family is 
supportive and positive.

3. Respect. Family members share 
their differences with respect for 
each other and for themselves. 
They discourage destructive 

coalitions between family mem‑
bers. They also respect each oth‑
ers’ property and privacy.

4. Trust. Family members are trust‑
worthy and trust each other. 
When that trust is broken, 
healthy families have ways of 
mending it before significant 
damage is done.

5. Time for fun/quality time. 
Healthy families play and laugh 
together. They recognize stress 
when it appears and seek ways to 
reduce it. They share leisure time 
together, as a family and indi‑
vidually. They limit television 
and computer usage. Play does 
not necessarily mean spending 
money.

6. Shared responsibilities. This goes 
beyond chores. Healthy families 

Developing 
healthy families 
    by focusing on the 
			   positive				           By David J. Powell, Ph.D.

Note: This article is based on a workshop that Dr. 
Powell leads in the U.S. and around the world. The 
workshop addresses the issue of family recovery from 
the effects of alcohol, a problem which is not solved 
when the alcoholic stops drinking.
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Focusing 
       on what I can  control 
improved my family life

By Ana I., Florida

gear activities to the individual’s 
capabilities.

7. Values. Healthy families teach 
guidelines about right and 
wrong. Parents help children live 
morally.

8. Traditions. Healthy families 
practice rituals and cherish tra‑
ditions. They view the family as 
a link between the past and the 
future, honoring elders and wel‑
coming babies.

9. Spirituality. Everyone in the 
family may not all have the same 
faith practices, but the family 
takes responsibility for passing 
on faith in a positive way. 

10. Service. Healthy families serve 
others in ways that are altruis‑

tic and hospitable. Lifestyles are 
kept as simple as possible.

11. Recognition of need for help. 
Healthy families seek help when 
they have problems. They accept 
problems as a normal part of life 
and help each other find tech‑
niques to solve them.

Your family may be a long way 
from demonstrating these positive 
traits. We can aspire to these ideals, 
and Al‑Anon Family Groups can 
help. These traits are guides that 
lead us to be the healthiest family 
possible.

David J. Powell is the President of Inter-
national Center for Health Care Concerns, 
Inc. in East Granby, Connecticut.

“There is a saying that fits Al‑Anon well: If 
you don’t transform your pain, you transmit 

it. There is so much pain in the life of an alco‑
holic family. It is important for family members 
to transform their own pain. This means facing 
their hurt and letting go of their resentments.”

Prior to finding Al‑Anon, I 
lived on overdrive: I was the wife 
of a verbally abusive, raging,  
un-pleasable man. I was the 
mother of three daughters—one 
of them struggling with alcohol 
and addiction. I held a full-time 
job while shouldering most of the 
household chores single-handedly. 
I was involved in everything and 
everyone’s lives (mostly in nega‑
tive ways). I was the unsuccessful 
keeper of peace, but I was 
putting up a “good front” 
for our family. 

I wavered between 
numbness and rage. I 
attended my first Al‑Anon 
meeting at the suggestion 
of my daughter’s thera‑
pist. I am forever grateful to him 
for encouraging me to get help for 
myself. He was the first person to 
tell me that I was worthy of having 
a good life, regardless of anything 
or anyone else.

At that first meeting, I did not 
hear how to straighten my daugh‑
ter out and keep her out of trouble. 

I didn’t understand much of what 
I did hear, and I barely remember 
what was said at that meeting. But 
they said, “‘Keep Coming Back,’” 
and I did.

My life has changed drastically 
thanks to everything I’ve learned in 
Al‑Anon. I hardly spend any time 
worrying or obsessing about any‑
one. I have problems today—not 
catastrophes—and I have strength 
from God to get through them. 

What’s interesting is that noth‑
ing except me has really changed 
since finding Al‑Anon. I still have 
the same husband, the same house, 
and the same children (now adults 
and living nearby)—and none of 
them are in recovery. The changes 
in me have changed the entire 
family dynamic.

“
”

What’s interesting is that nothing except me 
has really changed since finding Al‑Anon…
The changes in me have changed the entire 
family dynamic.

Do you want to 
learn more about an Al‑Anon meeting 
before you go to your first meeting?

Al‑Anon Family Group’s Web site has podcasts 
that feature Al‑Anon members who discuss various 
topics in a manner similar to what takes place at an 
Al‑Anon meeting. Visit www.al‑anon.alateen.org 
and click on “First Steps to Al‑Anon Recovery.” 
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He had come in several times for 
beers, but I thought he was overre‑
acting to his role of “gofer” for his 
dad. His words, however, stayed 
with me.

 At first, I told myself that he was 
taking too literally the information 
from his school’s health classes about 
alcohol and drug abuse. After all, his 
father never appeared drunk. 

My husband held a top position in 
a state agency, and he kept up with 
house repairs and yard work. In 
fact, he arose early on weekends in 
order to complete his projects. Then 
he drank a few beers before falling 
asleep for the afternoon. He’d wake 
up in the late afternoon, drink a 

couple of beers before dinner, watch 
a little TV, and go to bed by nine 
o’clock.

We no longer had the long con‑
versations of our early marriage. 
Instead, I felt that my husband wasn’t 
interested in anything I had to say.

I went to a marriage counselor 
to find out why I felt unhappy and 
why my husband seemed to criti‑
cize everything I did. I got no direct 
answers, of course. My husband 
saw the counselor once, without 
me, and refused to make any more 
appointments.

Finally, I began to hear those 
words, “Dad drinks too much,” in a 
new way.

‘Dad drinks 
too much’

—my son’s cry led me to seek help
By Janet G.S., Oregon

“Dad drinks too much.” That’s what 
my ten-year-old son said as he stomped in 
the kitchen from the backyard, where he was 
helping his father build a redwood patio.  
He yanked open the refrigerator door, grabbed 
another bottle of beer, slammed the door, and 
headed outside again.

I noticed that the half-case of 
beer I bought on Saturday morn‑
ing was gone by Sunday afternoon. 
By evening, I saw that my husband 
was pouring eight-ounce glasses of 
wine. I pointed out to him that each 
glass was at least a double serving. 
He stared at me with an annoyed 
expression.

Suddenly, I realized my son had it 
right: Dad was drinking too much.

Maybe that’s why I felt I was 
going crazy, I thought, unable to 
talk with my husband and to dispel 
the unhappiness that enveloped me 
like a fog.

I had read enough advice columns 
to know that I might find help in 
Al‑Anon. I found a number in the 
telephone book to call about meet‑
ings. I attended two before I found 
my home group.

Gradually, I emerged from the 
fog with the help of other Al‑Anon 
members, the Twelve Steps, and the 
slogan “Let Go and Let God.” I can 
only wonder how much longer I 
would have remained in that fog if 
my son, enlightened by his school 
program, hadn’t seen clearly: “Dad 
drinks too much.”

“Suddenly, I realized 
my son had it right: 
Dad was drinking 
too much.”



16 Al-Anon Faces Alcoholism 2010 17

In my work as a therapist, I regu‑
larly come in contact with clients for 
whom Al‑Anon could be an impor‑
tant component of treatment.

After establishing what brings 
the client to therapy, the first order 
of business is to map out their fam‑
ily tree. This process is essential to 
locate the client in the relational 
context in which their difficulties 
incubated. 

Beginning with their immediate 
family and reaching back at least two 
generations, the exercise soon yields 
the essential details of connections, 
cut-offs, and mental health issues 
that would have inevitably affected 
the client. 

I always ask specifically whether 
drinking was a problem for anyone 
in the family. If so, I describe the 
likely patterns of accommodating 
the dysfunction of alcoholism and 
their impact on family systems, not‑
ing how such contortions then get 
passed along from generation to 
generation and may have eventu‑
ally shown up in relatively undiluted 
form in the client’s own relational 
strategies.

At this point, I offer “Twenty Ques‑
tions” (see p. 6 to read these ques‑
tions) and wait for the telltale signs 
of recognition as clients see them‑
selves in these characteristics. I then 

offer them a list of Al‑Anon meet‑
ings and explain what to expect. 

One of the reasons it feels so 
frightening to contemplate attend‑
ing one’s first meeting is that in tak‑
ing this action, they are breaking 
the unwritten rule of the alcoholic 
family: that such acknowledgment 
be kept not only from the outside 
world, but even from oneself.

While the family history is usu‑
ally the first indicator of alcohol in a 
client’s background, it does not always 
yield this information. Due to the 
denial of this family disease, the fact of 
someone’s problem drinking is often 
disavowed by family members and 
never passed along in family lore. 

Yet many clients are struggling 
with the inability to recognize their 
emotions, chronic feelings of inad‑
equacy, confusion of boundaries 
between self and other, caretaking 
instincts that overshadow any recog‑
nition of their own needs, or fearful 
anticipation of irrational responses 
from loved ones. 

These are all typical responses 
learned in families where an alco‑
holic is under-functioning while 
others compensate by over-func‑
tioning in order to maintain the 
family’s equilibrium.

Addiction isolates and those who 
love the addict can be said to be rela‑

tionally impaired, desperately long‑
ing for the ability to engage in mean‑
ingful and satisfying relationships, 
which always appear just beyond 
their reach. 

For those who cannot identify an 
alcoholic in their family tree, I explain 
that many who attend Al‑Anon also 
begin without this awareness—but if 
meetings feel helpful, there is prob‑
ably a reason. 

Sooner or later the circum‑
stances of alcoholism may emerge, 
either from the individual’s own 
recollections or from the collec‑
tive memory of the family, once 
one starts asking relatives the right 
questions.

Most of my clients who begin to 
attend meetings experience relief 
that they are not unique in their suf‑
fering. It could probably be said that, 
for the first time in their lives, they 
have become aware of the overlay 
through which all their thoughts and 
emotions have been unconsciously 
filtered for the purpose of normal‑

izing and minimizing the effects of 
the alcoholic’s drinking. 

What begins to replace this 
instinctive bias are the Steps and slo‑
gans, which offer a new perspective 
and convey hope. 

Clients also seem to experience a 
decrease in their sense of isolation. 
They realize that they don’t need to 
figure everything out alone but can 
ask for help. 

It could be said that, most impor‑
tantly, meetings cultivate the ability 
to listen, as people begin to differ‑
entiate between what they expect to 
hear and what is actually being said.

Given that therapy is about help‑
ing clients interrupt negative early-
childhood messages as to who they 
are and what they can expect of oth‑
ers, Al‑Anon provides a synergistic 
effect when used in conjunction with 
psychotherapy. Regular attendance 
at meetings enhances one’s ability to 
attend consciously to the informa‑
tion that is coming from within as 
well as from without, and discerning 
its relative merit from the perspec‑
tive of a developing observant self, 
to fashion an appropriate response 
grounded in relatedness to both self 
and other.

Kevin Blanchard is a psychotherapist 
from Greenfield, Massachusetts.

Overcoming the family disease
 										          by recognizing its existence

By Kevin Blanchard, MSW, LICSW
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Al‑Anon (which includes Alateen) is:
• A mutual support group for the family and friends of problem drinkers.
• A program that helps people better cope with the problems created by 

someone else’s drinking. 
• A program that applies spiritual principles but is not affiliated with any 

religion or religious organization. Al‑Anon includes people of different 
religious beliefs, as well as people who do not have any religious faith. 
Religious beliefs are a personal issue not discussed at an Al‑Anon meeting.

• A recovery program that is compatible with professional counseling, 
therapy, or treatment.

• Entirely confidential. 
• Supported by the voluntary contributions of its members and the sale of 

Al‑Anon literature. Al‑Anon does not accept donations from non-mem‑
bers or any outside organizations, including government agencies and 
charitable foundations.

The benefits of the Al‑Anon program 
continue to grow, lightening my load 
and directing my path.

Do I ever wish I’d done things 
differently? Of course. I’ve worked 
at making amends for my own 
behavior and will again. But we’re 
all human and good can come from 
unexpected sources. 

When the grandchildren were 
middle-school age, living with their 
dad, their mother came back to live 
nearby. We became close to each 
other, partly because of our mutual 
love for her children. Thanks to 
A.A. and Al‑Anon, we are more 
able to accept and love each other 
as we are.

When I gradually realized that 
the man I married was an alcoholic, 
the only coping skill I knew was to 
ignore it. Though his condition was 
obvious to those who knew us, I 
never spoke of it, except when I was 
reacting to his erratic behavior. Then 
I complained to his mother. 

She’d scold him, and he’d try to 
change. When that cycle repeated 
itself, I asked him to move out. He 
did—a couple of times. Then I’d take 
him back, until I finally moved out 
and divorced him. He died from the 
disease a few years later. 

After my daughter married and 
divorced, she began drinking heav‑
ily, with unhappy results for her 
two small children. I took the chil‑
dren whenever I could, overnight 
or longer. 

When it was time for the kids to 
go home, the oldest would start 
screaming; the closer we got, the 
more she screamed. It was agony for 
my second husband and me.

Because of others’ complaints and 
our concerns, we were given guard‑
ianship of both children. Their mom 
had run away to avoid a prison term 
for a DUI; their father agreed he was 
in no position to care for them then. 
He did visit.

We all went to counseling—the 
children and ourselves. I felt shame, 
anger, and resentment for the occur‑
rence and recurrence of alcoholism 
in my family.

It wasn’t until my granddaughter 
married and became a mother, too, 
with the effects of alcoholism ram‑
pant in my children’s and grandchil‑
dren’s lives, that I finally had to admit 
I couldn’t handle this disease or fix 
anyone. On the advice of a friend, I 
sought help in Al‑Anon.

After years in Al‑Anon, it’s easier to 
share about my life. Heartache recurs, 
as the disease’s effects continue. With 
Al‑Anon’s help, I acknowledge, 
honor, and learn from my emotions 
without being consumed by them. 

The generational effects of 

alcoholism 
in my 
     family—
                  and how Al-Anon helped

By Patricia A., South Dakota
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There are thousands of excuses 
that clients use to justify why they 
shouldn’t attend Al‑Anon meet‑
ings. The issues for my clients are as 
diverse as the clients are themselves. 
Nevertheless, the Al‑Anon program 
is such that all who attend can get 
something out of it. Al‑Anon has a 
simple, flexible, and accessible for‑
mat that addresses many personality 
styles and nuances. 

If a client resists the idea of going 
to Al‑Anon, it is helpful to have lit‑
erature available and a directory 
of Al‑Anon meetings. Discuss the 
literature with them, explain the 
confidentiality of the program, and 
suggest that your client attend some 
meetings. It is also beneficial to 
explain the format of a meeting to 
your client. 

At first these meetings may be 
difficult; many clients hear stories 
similar to their own—and many of 
them have shame, secrets, denial, 
and various other means of coping 
that are exposed in the stories they 
hear. Often, clients return to ther‑
apy and vent anger or resentment 
towards Al‑Anon. This response is 
typical as people begin to face their 
own issues around how they dealt 
with alcoholism in their lives. Even‑
tually the great majority of clients 
grow to rely on the program for 
their strength and recovery.

It is quite another issue to talk 
with clients about recovery in 
Al‑Anon. Help your client dis‑
cover the various ways they have 
coped around the alcoholic. For 
instance, many people who live with  

alcoholics have become detec‑
tives, continuously searching for 
that hidden bottle or other tell-tale 
signs that their alcoholic has been 
drinking. They will monitor alcohol 
consumption at home and at social 
functions. They will question the 
alcoholic’s every move if it is out of 
sync with everyday routine. There 
are those who make excuses for the 
alcoholic, always attempting to help 
the alcoholic see the error of their 
ways. The examples are endless. 

Al‑Anon meetings are a helpful 
tool to help your clients recover 
their own sense of self. Those who 
attend meetings learn that their 
feelings and how they have coped 
is not their fault, but that their 
behavior is unhealthy for their own 
survival. Al‑Anon helps individu‑
als find healthy ways to take care of 
themselves—not everyone else.

Al‑Anon members are notori‑
ous for being overly connected 
in unhealthy ways to others. The 

         Why 
          I recommend 
Al‑Anon meetings 
				          to clients

By The Rev. Linda Varin, R.C.C.

As a family therapist for 16 years, I still face the same 
issues when I refer a client to Al‑Anon. The client says:
• Why should I go to meetings? The alcoholic is the problem.
• I don’t want to go and listen to other people’s problems.
• I don’t want to share my own problems.
• What if I know someone at the meeting?
• I don’t like groups.
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BettyAnn in Ontario: I appreciated hearing others share their feel-
ings and stories—I could so relate. It was shocking, actually, to 
learn that others could describe my feelings so clearly and that I 
was not alone.

Steve B. in Pennsylvania: In the rooms of Al‑Anon Family Groups, 
I found that I was not alone. Al‑Anon helped me see the insanity 
of alcoholism and how it affects everyone around it, not just the 
alcoholic.

Can I just 
pick up some literature and study it 
at home without going to meetings? 

Al‑Anon and Alateen literature covers a wide range of topics and can be 
very helpful. But literature is only one part of the Al‑Anon program. The 
experience of speaking with other Al‑Anon members is one of the most 
important components of recovery in Al‑Anon. It breaks our isolation and 
loneliness and brings insight in unexpected ways. You’ll get the most benefit 
from Al‑Anon literature when your reading is part of a complete Al‑Anon 
program.

Al‑Anon program addresses these 
issues with compassion and some 
very practical ways to recover “lost 
self.” We all lose self at one time or 
another. But living with alcoholism 
doesn’t always allow us to see this 
process as we can get caught up in 
the disease of alcoholism and all 
its symptoms. Al‑Anon provides 
an extremely successful venue for 
recovery from low self-worth due to 
living with alcoholism.

As a professional speaking to other 
professionals, I urge you to attend an 
open Al‑Anon meeting and see the 
diversity of individuals who attend 
these meetings. You will not hesitate 
to refer clients to Al‑Anon once you 
have seen it in action. You will see 
your clients gradually detach them‑
selves from the intensity of the alco‑

holic and begin to focus recovery on 
self. You will witness people develop 
conviction to handle difficult situa‑
tions in healthier, more manageable 
ways.

It has been my experience that 
the vast majority of clients I refer 
to Al‑Anon have benefited greatly 
from the experience. They continue 
to attend meetings, no matter how 
their relationship with the alcoholic 
has fared. Al‑Anon is an encourag‑
ing example of recovery, not only 
for the individuals attending, but for 
their families as they too experience 
the client’s recovery.

Linda Varin is a Registered Clinical 
Counselor in private practice and a Rever-
end at St. Hilda’s Anglican Church in Sech-
elt, British Columbia.

How 
attending 
Al‑Anon 
helps me

Sue in Connecticut: One of 
the first things I learned in 
Al‑Anon was how the effects 
of alcoholism permeated all 
aspects of my life, professional 
and private, because I car-
ried the effects of alcoholism 
inside of me. I learned that I 
have choices. I learned to put 
myself first—not in a selfish 
way, but in a self-caring way, 
because I have to take care of 
myself before I can truly care 
for others.

Lisa H. in Michigan: I listened to 
others share that the alcoholic 
has a disease, that they are not 
bad people, and that what we 
do does not make them drink. 
I felt a great weight lifted from 
my shoulders. That feeling of 
relief was enough to encour-
age me to go to another meet-
ing. Before I knew it, I was 
attending regularly.
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Why do members 
continue to attend Al‑Anon or Alateen—even 
after the drinker is sober? 

Al‑Anon is a program of self-discovery and personal growth: Longtime 
members continue to go to Al‑Anon meetings because they learn about 
themselves there, an experience which helps them to continue their spiritual 
growth. The Al‑Anon/Alateen meetings are a supportive place where people 
can share their commitment to improving their lives. Members form lasting 
friendships with other members. There is great personal satisfaction in shar‑
ing the Al‑Anon program with newcomers who are confused and suffering 
from the effects of someone’s problem drinking.

I had always known that he drank 
a lot, but I had never seen him 
“drunk.” I always figured he couldn’t 
be an alcoholic if he could “handle” 
his drinking. 

The amount of drinking became 
clear as I secretly watched the bot‑
tles go down over a period of days 
and weeks. The correlation of alco‑
hol consumed and moodiness also 
became clear. 

I finally confronted him about the 
bottles, and he sheepishly admit‑
ted he was drinking too much. He 
promised he would cut back.

For the next eight years, battle 
after battle ensued as I discovered 
new—and very creative—hiding 
places. I begged, pleaded, threat‑
ened, and screamed—all with the 
same result.

In desperation, I threatened to 
leave him unless he went to a 30-
day rehab. While he was there, 
the spouses were introduced to 

Al‑Anon. Fortunately, there were 
several of us who attended that first 
meeting together to ease some of 
the fear and apprehension we felt. 
From that first meeting, I learned 
that my happiness is up to me and 
no one else. 

That first meeting was two and a 
half years ago. Although my hus‑
band was probably sober for only 
those 30 days in rehab, our lives 
together have been so much hap‑
pier. I took “Let Go and Let God” 
as my daily mantra. There are no 
more confrontations, searching for 
“stashes,” etc. 

We made some compromises 
regarding how much he will drink 
at social functions to avoid public 
“mood swings,” and we have had a 
very peaceful life. 

Recently, my husband was diag‑
nosed with end-stage liver disease; 
his only symptom was swollen 
ankles. We were shocked. Without 

Our marriage 
      is better, though my husband still drinks

By Carol Z., Virginia

Al‑Anon, I don’t think I would be 
able to handle it. 

He is not eligible for a transplant, 
so we take it “One Day at a Time.” 
As it is, we treasure every day and 
are thankful for our years together. 
I know there will be difficult days 
ahead, but my Al‑Anon family will 
be there for me with their caring and 
constant support.

After ten years of trying to figure out my 
husband’s mood swings, I stumbled upon a 
secret stash of rum bottles. Suddenly, every-
thing became clear—how he could go from 
a sweet, lovable, funny partner to a snide, 
biting, nasty individual. 
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Are there electronic Al‑Anon meetings? 
Al‑Anon is very active on the Internet. There are also Al‑Anon telephone 

meetings. On-line and telephone meetings supplement rather than replace 
regular attendance of Al‑Anon meetings. 

To request a list of electronic meetings, visit www.al‑anon.alateen.org or 
e-mail us at wso@al‑anon.org.

The first Al‑Anon meeting I 
attended had the Steps and Traditions 
hanging on the wall. The sight of all 
those “Gods” and “Higher Powers” 
made me want to run out the door. 

As a lifelong atheist, I had no 
interest in being proselytized, and I 
assumed that any group that talked 
about God had to be out to make 
converts.

But someone read, “I didn’t cause 
it, I can’t control it, and I can’t cure 
it.” Someone else read “An Open 
Letter from an Alcoholic” from 
Three Views of Al‑Anon—Alcoholics 
Speak to the Family (P-15). I couldn’t 
deny that I was in the right place. It 
was only at Al‑Anon meetings that I 
found relief from the fear and anger 
that were consuming my life. 

So I kept coming back, despite all 
the talk about God. I got a Spon‑
sor and started working the Steps, 
although I figured I’d never be able 
to get past Step One, since I couldn’t 
imagine ever having a “Power greater 
than myself ” to rely on.

I soon discovered that Al‑Anon 
doesn’t push any religion. We really 
are encouraged to “take what we 
liked and leave the rest”—including 
our own version of a Higher Power.

I stayed on Step One for almost 
a year. Eventually, with the help of 

meetings and my Sponsor, I came 
to an understanding of my place 
in the universe that has given me 
real comfort. My Higher Power has 
nothing to do with any notion of 
God, but it works for me and that’s 
all that matters.

I’ve also learned 
how much easier life 
is when I’m truly tol‑
erant of other people’s 
ideas—about religion  
or anything else. At 
meetings, I have 
received wonderful wisdom and 
loving comfort from people whose 
views on religious issues are diamet‑
rically opposed to mine. 

We’ve learned from each other 
that holding true to our own beliefs 
doesn’t depend on demanding that 
other people agree with us. I didn’t 
come to Al‑Anon to find this out, 
but it is one of the most precious 
gifts I have received.

An atheist finds help in Al‑Anon, 
					         despite her concerns about ‘God’

By Anonymous

”
…I have received wonderful wisdom 

and loving comfort from people whose 
views on religious issues are diametri-
cally opposed to mine.

“
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Your privacy is protected by 
Al‑Anon’s Tradition of anonymity.* 
Everything that is said at an Al‑Anon 
meeting remains confidential. It is 
understood among members that 
anything shared in the meeting will 
not be shared with anyone outside 
of the meeting. Most Al‑Anon and 
Alateen groups have a table card that 
reminds people, “Whom you see 

here, what you hear here, when you 
leave here, let it stay here.”

Many members use only their 
first names at meetings, though they 
share their last names when they feel 
comfortable to do so. It is your deci‑
sion how much personal informa‑
tion you choose to reveal.

*Visit www.al‑anon.alateen.org/legacies.
html to read Al‑Anon’s Traditions.

When I was younger I thought 
my life was perfect. As I got older, I 
started to notice the abuse of alco‑
hol. Growing up in a Mexican fam‑
ily, it was an every day thing for me; 
every party, every get-together had 
one thing in common: alcohol.

Coming to Alateen was not what 
I wanted to do. It felt like a waste of 
time. I resented that it took me away 
from my family and friends. 

When I first walked into the room, 
I didn’t know what to think or say. I 

was scared of being judged. I was so 
upset that I didn’t realize how much 
my father’s drinking had affected my 
family’s life and me. 

Eventually I quit going because 
I didn’t think there was any‑
thing wrong with me. My mother 
thrived on going to Al‑Anon and 
attempted to pull me along to her 
meetings. I always argued. It took 
time for me to swallow my pride 
and admit that I needed help. I felt 
weak and emotionally vulnerable 
because the person who taught me 
to be a man was falling apart in 
front of me.

As my knowledge and time in 
Alateen progressed, my under‑
standing of my father’s disease 
helped me to realize that I couldn’t 
control his actions, and I should 
only worry about my actions and 
what I contribute to the problem. 
Being the oldest, I feel that it’s my 
responsibility to be a good example 
for my siblings.

Swallowing pride 
          to accept help: 
								         one teen’s story 
				     about finding  recovery

By Ricardo, Florida

“I felt weak and  
emotionally vulner‑
able because the 
person who taught 
me to be a man was 
falling apart in front 
of me.”

Will Al‑Anon or Alateen  members 
tell other people that I was at a meeting?

Sometimes I like to get away 
from it all—the responsibilities, 
the stress, and the arguments. This 
past weekend I got the opportunity 
to attend an Alateen conference. 
While I was there, it helped me to 
relax. I got to meet people from all 
over, all sharing their experiences 

and learning the fellowship of the 
program. I am so grateful for get‑
ting the chance to go. 

Alateen is about getting recovery 
for myself. Today I can honestly say 
that it doesn’t matter what the alco‑
holic is doing. As long as I am happy 
with who I am, it is okay. 
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I reached out for Al‑Anon at a 
frighteningly low ebb in my life. In 
a state of desperation, I called the 
local Alcoholics Anonymous num‑
ber because I needed to find some‑
one who would talk some sense into 
my alcoholic boyfriend. The person 
I spoke to did give me a telephone 
number of someone my boyfriend 
could call (though he never has)—
but what I really found was a woman 
who spoke to me about taking care 
of myself.

I had been almost entirely iso‑
lated. Yet, here was someone who 
calmly met my 
highly fraught emo‑
tional state and who 
seemed to under‑
stand just what 
it was like to live 
with an alcoholic. I 
agreed to attend a 
meeting.

At that time, my body held a 
level of stress that was the cause of 
almost constant painful pressure 
in my head—the slightest turn for 
the worst would renew the feeling. 
Emotionally, I alternated between 
an almost catatonic vacancy on 
one hand and verbally manic states 
of extreme anger, even rage, on the 
other. I regularly experienced every‑

thing else in between. I was unable 
to function, practically unable to 
work or to do what I used to do. 

The first Al‑Anon meetings I 
attended were difficult. Something 
felt good in there, but I felt bad. 
Everything was so pent up. I cried a 
little, but mostly I just sat there with 
my headache, feeling no relief of the 
tension. 

When I first began to share, it 
felt awkward and not like any great 
relief. There was too much to say. I 
didn’t see how it would ever be pos‑
sible to dislodge these feelings. 

Nonetheless, the people I met 
at the meetings were kind to me. I 
felt welcomed and accepted, even 
in my very rough state. I didn’t feel 
quite so alone anymore.

It seemed a little crazy to me 
that everyone was focusing so 
much energy on their own small 
transgressions—in light of the 
larger misbehaviors of the alco‑
holics in their lives. It seemed like 

a strange way to approach fixing 
this problem. 

I kept coming back. I started to 
relax and to appreciate the company 
of these people. I was willing to con‑
sider the Al‑Anon point of view and 
to try out some of the suggestions.

I began reading the literature, 
educating myself about the disease 
of alcoholism, and seeing that what 
I was going through was part of a 
pattern. I started to recognize my 
role and to experiment with adjust‑
ing my own behavior. It was true: I 
didn’t need to keep reacting in the 
same futile and frustrating ways.

Things began to shift, though just 
slightly at first. The hell I had been 
living in—in my home and in my 
own mind—began to give way to 
something else. 

Though it certainly wasn’t quite 
heaven, it was no longer always a 
hell. The tight spring in me began 

to unwind. My forgotten sense of 
humor began, surprisingly, to sneak 
back in again. My head stopped 
hurting all the time.

I am just starting down this path, 
but I am already deeply thankful for 
its wisdom. In just a few months, 
things have begun to change for me. 
The alcoholic in my life is still doing 
what he does—but I am different. 

I am beginning to find myself 
again. I am making decisions with 
a saner mind and a far more emo‑
tionally stable state. My actions have 
a greater chance of being an actual 
choice, rather than an out-of-con‑
trol reaction. I still get angry at times 
but never go completely off the deep 
end—drowning only myself—as I 
used to do. 

I have begun to see a light at the 
end of the tunnel. It’s a beginning—
but I can see that I am on my way 
back. 

Do I need 
an appointment or referral 
to attend meetings?

No advance notification, intake, or screening is necessary to attend 
Al‑Anon or Alateen. Most groups have a member who serves as its contact 
and can be called for information about the group, directions to the meet‑
ing, or Al‑Anon in general.

“
”

Things began to shift, though just slightly 
at first. The hell I had been living in—in 
my home and in my own mind—began 
to give way to something else.

in my relationships and in my life
By Michele K., California

Releasing tension—
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Anyone troubled by 
the effects of someone 
else’s drinking  can attend 
Al‑Anon, whether the alcoholic is 
still drinking or not, at home or away, 
living or deceased. You may be:

• The spouse or partner of a problem drinker who 
refuses help.

• Concerned about a newly-sober alcoholic who may 
or may not be attending Alcoholics Anonymous.

• Struggling with personal and family problems that 
were created by someone else’s drinking.

• A member of another Twelve Step program who is 
also affected by someone else’s drinking. 

• Unsure whether the person you care about is a 
problem drinker or not.

How do I find 
an Al‑Anon or Alateen meeting?
Call 1-888-4AL‑ANON (1-888-425-2666) or visit www.al‑anon.alateen.org 
for meeting information. Al‑Anon may also be listed in your local tele-
phone directory. 

Who can attend 
an Al‑Anon or 
Alateen meeting? 

We welcome you to attend Al‑Anon meetings even if you are not 
sure you need them. We suggest that you attend at least six meetings 
before you decide whether or not Al‑Anon or Alateen is for you.


