CHAPTER 9
Family Processes
Summary
Marriage partners tend to use alcohol at similar levels, as people may tend to select mates who share similar characteristics and behavior patterns. Initially, alcohol consumption declines during marriage. Over time, alcohol use will increase for some individuals. Those marriages in which one or both partners develop alcohol abuse or dependency may generate conflict and even end in divorce. Following divorce, alcohol abuse may begin or continue to increase.

Children living in alcoholic family environments may be affected in several ways by the alcoholism of one or both parents. Direct effects on early childhood development may occur because the parents’ drinking behavior serves as a model for the children to imitate later. However, it appears that for some children, there is a drop-off in the tendency to imitate the opposite-sex parent’s drinking if it is heavy. Parental alcoholism may produce adverse effects in the form of neglect or abuse of children, consequences that may eventually lead to excessive drinking in the children when they become older.

Indirect paths of influence are also possible when alcoholism leads to domestic strife or divorce, which could create a home environment that might impair the children’s psychological development of self-esteem, regardless of whether they eventually develop drinking problems.

In addition to affecting the levels of alcohol abuse in their children, some alcoholic

Parents may harm their children with physical and sexual abuse. Some evidence shows that childhood sexual abuse and, to some extent, childhood physical abuse are related to adult alcohol abuse, especially for women.

Direct observations of interactions of alcoholic families reveal that the family members behave differently when the alcoholic is dry versus sober, but the nature of the differences may vary with the family or whether the alcoholic is a binge or steady drinker. Alcohol may function as a short-term coping response for problems that eventually fails. These studies are based on small samples that volunteer to be observed; thus, the findings may not be generalizable to other alcoholic families, but they offer important opportunities to develop hypotheses about the impact of alcoholism on family interactions.

Nonalcoholic family members may inadvertently maintain the alcoholic’s drinking.

Thus, in adjusting their behavior to accommodate the alcoholic’s needs, they may hope to avoid conflict but ironically may facilitate its continuance.

COAs are hypothesized to have higher risks of becoming alcoholics themselves than are

NCOAs. Although some research supports this view, many COAs do not appear to be harmed by having alcoholic parents. It is important to also study which factors are protective in preventing these at-risk children from following in the footsteps of their alcoholic parents.

Codependency may develop when nonalcoholic family members try to please or not annoy the alcoholic. Thus, the blame is shifted, partially at least, from the alcoholic to the nonalcoholic family members.

