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FOREWORD TO 
 THE EXPANDED EDITION 

Ten years ago when I began to explore the possibility of writing a book about what happened to children of alcoholics when they grew up, I had no idea what the impact of such a book would be.

It has long been my belief that anyone who sees the world in a slightly different way from others has a responsibility to publish and make those perspectives available to others. It was with this in mind that I began working on the project. My friends and colleagues shrugged their shoulders. I was, once again, making a mountain out of what others considered a mole hill—or less. Since it was a familiar position for me to be in, I was not discouraged.

I had done my doctoral dissertation, Self-Esteem in Children of Alcoholics, in the middle 1970’s. At that time, the only other work in this area was Margaret Cork’s The Forgotten Children. There appeared to be very little interest in this topic. The prevailing thinking in the alcoholism field was that if the alcoholic got well, the family would get well. So attention was focused on the alcoholic. After all, most folks find the person with the lampshade on his/ her head more interesting than the partner cowering in the corner. This was not true for me; I have always been more fascinated by the reactors than the actors.

The ’70s, when I was doing my research, was an era of great individual exploration. It was a time of encounter groups, drug exploration and sexual freedom. It was a time of I—I—I. So the idea that there were millions of people being profoundly impacted by the behaviors and attitudes of others and who had no self to indulge ran contrary to the flow of the time.

I had been outspoken against the Vietnam war when John Kennedy was in office. I had argued for civil rights before the sit-ins. Since I was acutely aware of the overwhelming impact of my husband’s alcoholism on me and my children, it was only natural that I call it the way that I saw it. It also was not surprising that my point of view was not shared.

My continuing interest in what happens to the family led to my writing Marriage on the Rocks. I had found that if I gave my clients a talk about what other folks I knew felt about living with alcoholism, it would cut down their denial. When I told them before they told me, they were amazed and relieved. This led me to believe that if someone saw their feelings and experiences in print, it would validate them even more strongly and be helpful in the therapeutic process. Someone needed to bring this reality out of the closet. This information had to be shared.

When Marriage on the Rocks was published, I went on a book promotion tour that covered all the major markets in this country. The idea of the influence of what we now call “co-dependency” was not of general interest. Although the need was great, the denial was clearly greater.

Ironically enough, almost every radio and television station I visited greeted me with an apology because my book had been stolen. I knew what that meant. Someone living with alcoholism was too embarrassed to ask to borrow the book. I also found that I was invited not because it was a “hot topic” but because a reporter or producer had the problem and wanted a private session with someone who “understood.”

The Al-Anon program was and continues to be a primary resource for family members. I will always be grateful for the personal support and professional encouragement I received in those rooms. It was the one place where folks believed that the family could get well regardless of what the alcoholic did. Since the program is designed primarily to serve the newest member living with an active problem, and rightly so, others who are in different life circumstances have to do some translating in order to relate what is being said to their own lives and to gain the benefit. So adult children, although equally needy, don’t quite connect. The development of much-needed support groups specifically for ACoAs fills that gap.

In 1979 I was invited to participate in a symposium in Washington, D.C., on services to children of alcoholics. It was sponsored by the National Institute for Alcoholism and Alcohol Abuse (NIAAA). Twelve of us were invited, and we were told that they only had twenty-four people in the country to choose from. For the first time I felt that I was among other professionals who appreciated the importance of the work.

In 1980,
 I was invited to design and teach a course on counseling children of alcoholics at Rutgers University Summer School of Alcohol Studies. It was then—and to the best of my knowledge still is—the only course of its type in the world. It is a great credit to Rutgers and the willingness of those involved in the summer school that they were educational leaders. That course set the spark. And it was so wonderful to be validated and supported. Soon there was much interest within the alcohol treatment community, and I received invitations from all over the country to address and train professionals.

At about the same time the adolescents whom I had known through friends in Al-Anon and through my clinical practice were growing up. It was clear to me that the struggles of those who were affected by an alcoholic parent were somewhat different from others of the same age whom I knew and with whom I worked. One day when I was giving a lecture on children of alcoholics, I happened to say, “The child of an alcoholic has no age. The same things hold true if you are five or 55.” I am convinced that it was from that moment on that people started listening differently. I was no longer talking about “the children.” I was talking about them.

I made the decision to form a group that focused on the problems of being an ACoA, to work in this area with individual cases and to test my findings nationally. For the next two years I did precisely that. No matter where I went in this country or abroad, the response was the same: “You are describing me and my life.” “At long last I feel validated.” “I am not crazy.” From those findings, I wrote the book Adult Children of Alcoholics.

Adult Children of Alcoholics was not designed as a clinical book. It was not a scientific report of my research. It was rather a sharing of my observations and of the consensus of self-understandings of the hundreds of adult children of alcoholics with whom I came in contact. In describing the characteristics of ACoAs, I was not discussing character defects. I was sharing my awareness. It is my belief that knowledge is freedom and that those who identified could now have new choices. They could decide to work on changing aspects of themselves that cause them difficulty, or they could choose not to do so. In either event they had greater self-knowledge, which leads to greater self-understanding, which helps in the development of a sense of self. It was a win-win situation.

Adult Children of Alcoholics was not an immediate bestseller. It was turned down by many publishers. Once again I was told that I was making a big deal about a little problem. Perhaps it was worth a pamphlet but not a book. I had met Gary Seidler of the U.S. Journal at a National Council on Alcoholism conference, and someone who was familiar with my work suggested that I show him the manuscript. We are both glad I did.

The book was first published in 1983 and was sold primarily by mail order. The book stores were not interested. ACoAs who read it told each other about it and started buying copies for all the members of their families. The word was getting out. Bookstores began to carry it because of the demand, but for the most part they kept it hidden in the back of the store. People who wanted it had to ask for it. They could not just take it off the shelf. This created discomfort for folks who had been taught to keep their family business a secret. They were forced to ask a stranger for a book the mere title of which would tell all. The need overcame the embarrassment.

By 1987, sales swelled and Adult Children of Alcoholics hit The New York Times bestseller list and stayed there for close to a year. The book had not been promoted nor had it been marketed. Even when it was on the list, it was not placed, for the most part, with the other bestsellers. The demand was truly grassroots. The people who believed it would be useful demanded the right to read it.

At this writing, Adult Children of Alcoholics has sold close to 2 million copies in the United States, Canada, England, Australia and New Zealand. It has been translated into Norwegian, Finnish, Danish and German, and will be translated into Russian. There is the beginning of international recognition that the impact of alcoholism on children is similar regardless of culture, race, national origin, religion or economics. It is truly a pandemic. The language of suffering is universal.

It also has become clear that the impact of other troubled systems is similar, and that the alcohol family system is a model for many other troubled families as well.

Since part of the recovery process from alcohol is to give up “the secrets,” folks involved in overcoming this disease have nothing left to hide. They are wonderful about letting us study and learn from them. They benefit and we benefit and others who identify also benefit.

Adult Children of Alcoholics was originally written with only children of alcoholics in mind. Since its first publication, we have learned that the material discussed applies to other types of dysfunctional families as well. If you did not grow up with alcoholism but lived, for example, with other compulsive behaviors such as gambling, drug abuse or overeating, or you experienced chronic illness or profound religious attitudes, or you were adopted, lived in foster care or in other potentially dysfunctional systems, you may find that you identify with the characteristics described here. It appears that much of what is true for the children of alcoholics is also true for others and that this understanding can help reduce the isolation of countless persons who also thought they were “different” because of their life experience. Welcome.

Five years ago I founded with the assistance of several talented colleagues the Institute for Counseling and Training in Verona, New Jersey. Now in West Caldwell, the Institute is designed to provide excellence of outpatient care and education to individuals and to families who identify with the problems found in the alcohol family system. Another purpose of the Institute is to provide a research base to add to the knowledge in the field. This has led to several other published works that take a deeper look at aspects discussed in general terms in Adult Children of Alcoholics.

Struggle for Intimacy was written as a direct response to the desire that our clients have to develop healthy intimate relationships and to identify the pain involved in that process. It is important to be clear as to the nature of the struggle in order to be able to make desired changes.

My desire for those working in employee assistance programs to understand the value of and the conflicts experienced by the ACoA led to my writing Home Away from Home. It was an attempt to make clear to the employer the value of the adult child in the work force and the risk of burnout if that value is exploited. Later, an edition designed for the general consumer was published as The Self-Sabotage Syndrome. The point made in both editions is that when folks do not address the characteristics of ACoAs, the workplace becomes a replica of the home and the adult child can once again feel victimized.

We are seeing more and more men and women who suffer from traumas related to sexual and sexuality abuse, and who need to heal from that abuse. Their experiences inhibit their ability to appreciate their worth either individually or in relationships. That prompted my writing Healing Your Sexual Self.

Adult Children of Alcoholics was largely based on the premise that for the ACoA there is a lack of data base: ACoAs do not learn what other children learn in the process of growing up. Although they do wonderfully well in crisis, they do not learn the day-to-day process of “doing life.” So when Alan Garner suggested we do a book together—Life Skills for Adult Children—it seemed like a logical next step. It was a return to basics. Insight and adjustment will only take you so far. The next step is to “live it” and to be educated as to “how to do it.”

When Peter Vegso approached me about revising Adult Children of Alcoholics, it was a curious thought. After all, what was true then is true now. Why fix what is working? As I thought more about it, I realized that there was a section missing—a section on recovery. When I first wrote the book, there were no recovery programs for ACoAs. The idea that calling yourself an ACoA had validity was being debated, and many folks had difficulty accepting the idea that one could recover from the experience. At about the time the book came out, support groups were starting in different parts of the country. As support groups developed, so did recovery programs, and more people began working and writing in the field. Within the last few years, many more therapists have specialized in working with ACoAs, and books, workshops and conferences have proliferated. Public awareness has grown and the recovery industry has been born.

At
 one point, there was shame involved in admitting to being a child from a dysfunctional family; now it is okay. At one point the isolation involved in this life experience was profound; now one can have a sense of being a part of the whole human family. Because of these developments, recovery now has a special meaning for ACoAs. Therefore a basic book about what it means to be an ACoA needs a section on recovery hints to help keep the recovering ACoA on track. So a new chapter has been added as well as this limited history of “the ACoA book” and the subsequent “ACoA movement” according to “Jan.”

It is heartwarming to feel heard, at last.
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