The Disease Process:

How Alcoholism Affects The Family
Family Roles

A lot of attention has been paid lately to the identification of specific roles which typically emerge in chemically dependant families.  These have helped many ACAs better understand their life experience.

Sharon Wegscheider-Cruse describes children in alcoholic homes as becoming Heroes, Scapegoats, Lost Children, and Mascots.  If there is a non-drinking parent, he or she often takes the role of the Enabler.

· Heroes react to the chaos of their home by trying to rise above it, control it, and contain it; to mediate conflicts; and exert superhuman efforts to make up for their parents’ deficiencies.  Beneath these behaviors are feelings of guilt, inadequacy, and a sense of responsibility for the family’s failings.

· Scapegoats react just the opposite.  They deliberately misbehave to draw attention to themselves, or to exact some revenge for the pain their family is causing them.  By giving the family something to focus on besides the alcoholism, scapegoats serve an important function.  On a feeling level, they are responding mostly to their hurt and anger.

· Lost Children make themselves as inconspicuous as possible, shifting back from the family’s dysfunction and fading into the woodwork.  Because Lost Children are so successful at never being the center of the family’s attention, few people are truly aware of how lonely they really are.

· Mascots seek attention by clowning, being cute, and distracting the family’s focus from its problems.  Their most common underlying emotion is fear.

· Enablers try to soften the impact of a family member’s alcoholism, both on the family as a whole and on the alcoholic.  As the alcoholic gradually neglects his responsibilities, the enabler steps in and shoulders them.  The underlying feelings are usually anger, resentment, and an increasing sense of powerlessness – no amount of sacrifice can stop the alcoholic’s disease.  It can only hide the consequences of the drinking, thereby enabling it to continue.

In a similar vein, Claudia Black describes children in alcoholic families as taking on the roles of the Responsible One, the Adjuster, the Placater, and the Acting-Out Child.

· The Responsible Child maintains order, often sacrificing her normal childhood to become a little adult – a pseudo-parent.

· Adjusters are reactors and chameleons, often with no solid sense of their own identity.  They make little effort to initiate change, but rather respond to whatever chaos others create.

· Placaters are mediators, capable of advising warring parties, fixing problems, and keeping everyone’s tension and pain at a minimum.

· Acting-Out Children correspond to Wegscheider-Cruse’s Scapegoats; they manifest and give focus to the family’s tension and dysfunction.

Concrete, evocative labels like these have proved very important for many ACAs.  They raise peoples’ awareness of the patterns which are rigidly followed in alcoholic families.  They give people a way to see these patterns and begin to understand these realities of life in an alcoholic home.  They also help ACAs to accurately connect their childhood experiences with their adult selves.

The roles Wegscheider-Cruse and Black describe exist in nearly every family to some degree.  The important points to remember are: (1) the more dysfunctional a family has become, the more these roles are called into play and imposed on children to meet the family’s needs; and (2) the more dysfunctional the family has become, the more rigidly these roles have to be adhered to, especially during moments of increased stress.  Healthier families, in contrast, permit children to explore different roles in their search for their identities – roles which best express their own internal needs, not the needs of the family.

