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I came into Al-Anon because of 
my oldest son. He was my perfect 
child, straight “A”s, good athlete, 
popular, never in trouble. But when 
I went to parents’ weekend at his 
college, he got very drunk. I was 
devastated and shocked.

I knew my other two sons were 
drinking and smoking pot, but I didn’t 
want to see it in this son. I needed him 
to be the perfect child, so I didn’t feel 
like such a failure as a mom.

A friend told me about Al-Anon 
and I ran to my first meeting. I knew 
I was in the right place from the first 
meeting. Members spoke openly. 
I felt safe to share my secrets about 
my sons and a husband who stayed 
at work, leaving me to deal with and 
straighten out the mess. I had no 
clue I was dealing with alcoholism. 

My friends in Al-Anon were my 
lifeline. I needed the love, support, 
and guidance, as I processed the idea 
that I was dealing with a powerful 
illness that I could not control. This 
disease was too strong for me to deal 
with by myself. They told me to keep 
coming back.

Today, I still deal with this 
powerful disease that has been in 
my family since my birth. I know I 
didn’t cause it, can’t control it, and 
can’t cure it, but I can cope by using 
the things I’ve learned in Al-Anon.

I thought I was to blame…
Bev M., OH

I didn’t know that Al-Anon could help me in the way it did. It 
was a great relief to know that there were so many people 
with the same problem—and to learn that alcoholism is a 
disease and that I didn’t cause it.

Anonymous, MA 
I always leave my Al-Anon 

meetings feeling renewed, even 
when I showed up exhausted or 
troubled. I do not know what 
it is specifically that allows this 
transformation to happen; I just 
know that it does happen, and I 
leave with a smile on my face, along 
with a new perspective and hope for 
the days to come.

I remember a time when life was 
much different. Growing up in 
my home as a child, there was not 
much reason to be hopeful. I was 
accustomed to disappointment, 
broken promises, and dreading 
what I might face when I got home. 
Would I be the referee of a fight 
between Mom and Dad? Or would 
we be walking on eggshells so as 

not to wake Dad, who was already 
passed out on the couch? 

My father died—alone— at age 65. 
It was very sad, and I was angry for 
a long time. My dad had been sober 
for a year before he relapsed. I was 
so disappointed. How could he do 
that to me? Why couldn’t he choose 
to be sober? It wasn’t until I found 
Al-Anon that I learned he had a 
disease, and he did not choose it. He 
did not choose to hurt me. 

It took a long time for me to stop 
being angry. I understand anger is 
the first step in grieving and there are 
no rules about how long it is going to 
be before we move to the next step. 
Just like in Al-Anon: no rules, only 
principles, some guidelines, and a 
lot of hope.

Hope—and new insight into 
my problems
JM B., ON

I did not go to Al-Anon sooner 
because I felt too ashamed. I was 
fearful of reaching out for help 
and being rejected. It helped 
enormously when I realized that it 
was okay to ask for help.

Anonymous, Australia
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When families first come to our 
Family Recovery Center, I always 
recommend they attend an Al-Anon 
Family Group meeting. Why? I tell 
them, “We want you to learn how 
to be okay regardless of what your 
addicted loved one does!” 

What makes a family member a 
good candidate for Al-Anon? When 
I ask them how they are doing—and 
they respond by telling me how their 
loved one is doing, that is a sure 
sign. Similarly, when I ask how they 
are feeling and they honestly do not 
know, it alerts me to how focused 
they are on their loved 
one instead of them-
selves.

In addition, when a 
family member can’t 
seem to say “no” or set 
boundaries with others, 
I know they could ben-
efit from the support of 
Al-Anon.

Many family members have been 
living in the chaos of addiction for 
so long that they can’t even imagine 
a life of peace and serenity. Attend-
ing Al-Anon allows them to meet 
others who have been where they 
are, but have learned to detach from 
the addict with love and take care of 
themselves. 

Families begin to experience the 
support they so desperately need 
and leave behind the isolation that 
addiction creates. This support 
gives them the strength to make 
the changes in their own behavior 
that will bring about the peace and 
serenity they desire.

The family members who attend 
Al‑Anon gain hope for the future, 
learn to set boundaries with their 
loved one, and begin to recognize 
that they can’t control anyone but 
themselves. These benefits make 
Al-Anon an invaluable resource for 
families impacted by addiction.

My mom referred me to Alateen. She had 
been in Al-Anon for some time. She finally 
spoke what hadn’t been said: “Your dad 
has a drinking problem. I think it would be 
good for you to try Alateen.”

To run out and air “the family secret” in 
front of other people now seemed contrary 
to what had been our family rule. What 
could sitting around a table talking to a 
room full of strangers do for me?

Amazingly, going to Alateen did a lot for 
me. Alateen gave me the freedom to talk 
about what was bothering me, without fear 
of being judged. I wasn’t the only person 
feeling the way I did. I didn’t have to hold 
all that stuff that was inside. I had people 
around me who could relate to what I was 
going through. 
� Bernie E., DE

Therapist advises patients to attend Al-Anon
Janet Fluker, LPC 
Director, Family Recovery Center 
Metro Atlanta Recovery Residences (MARR), Doraville, GA 

When I first came to Al-Anon, it was the laughter 
that helped me the most. People talked about 
things that I was feeling—the hurt, the anger, and 
the guilt. And yet they were able to laugh about 
it, and not scream or cry. I couldn’t remember 
when I last had an honest laugh. That laughter and 
camaraderie kept me coming back. I wanted to 
find out how to get happiness back in my life; and 
I did—bit by bit.

Joan H., SK

“What makes a family 
member a good candidate 
for Al-Anon? When I ask 

them how they are doing—
and they respond by telling 
me how their loved one is 
doing, that is a sure sign.”
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My son had become an 
alcoholic and drug addict. 
It was having a tremendous 
impact on my family and 
me. His disease became “our” 
disease. 

I sought the guidance of a 
lawyer to assess the financial 
risks of a child getting into 
all types of trouble. I figured 
as the parent I would be 
paying the bills, at some 
time, for someone to clean up 
the mess resulting from his 
alcoholic behavior. The lawyer 
suggested a therapist, who in 
turn suggested Al-Anon. 

As a typical “guy,” I was not a 
big fan of therapy—or support 
groups. I had never needed 
anyone’s help before, but I was 
faced with a difficult situation 
that had no end in sight.

I was surprised at the support 
I received from my very first 
meeting. The most comforting 
feeling was that I was not 
alone, that there were dozens of 
people in my own community 
who were also struggling with 
this family problem.

As time passed, I learned 

how to listen and learn from 
others’ experiences. I came to 
look forward to the meetings. 
I kept coming back. I took 
away a new outlook on life.

Al-Anon works in a very 
subtle manner. Success 
with the “program” is like 
watching grass grow: you 
don’t see it growing, but one 
day you realize it needs to 
be cut. In Al-Anon, one day 
you feel better about yourself 
and the situation at hand, 
and you wonder when/how 
it started happening.

In my opinion, the key is 
putting your focus back on 
yourself, instead of on your 
son, your spouse, or whoever 
the drinker is. In this way, 
you come to feel better about 
yourself in all aspects of your 
life.

The benefits of Al-Anon 
are clear: I have taken my 
life back; I have a better 
understanding of alcoholism; 
and a renewed relationship 
with my son that may be 
better than ever, based on 
mutual respect and trust. 

How Al-Anon helps me
Leigh B. At my second Al-Anon meeting, I heard that I 

didn’t cause the drinking. It wasn’t my fault. I 
listened intently as people spoke. I heard a little 
piece of my story in everyone who shared. I didn’t 
speak that night, but I knew I belonged in Al-Anon.

Mary, PA

21AFA2012
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Paula and Jess (not their real 
names) came into therapy to do 
some couple’s work. Paula was an 
inveterate caretaker. The middle 
child in a chaotic family, her dad 
drank and her mother hid. Never 
able to fix her own family, she 
focused on Jess.

Jess was not about to be fixed 
by anybody. The oldest son of two 
alcoholics, he was determined to do 
things his way. So she attacked, 
and he retaliated. Yet somehow 
they remained a couple. In 
session, she lamented: “I do all 
the work in this relationship. 
You should see how mean 
he is.” To which, he retorted: 
“Nobody would put up with 
her complaining.” I smiled and 
asked: “Yet here you are, still 
together after ten years. Pretty 
amazing that you both would 
continue to put up with such 
abuse, don’t you think?” 

Actually, anyone who 
knows alcoholism knows it’s 
not unusual at all. Children 
of alcoholics have low 
expectations for relationships. 
Having denied or minimized 
their parents’ frightening 
inconsistencies for years, adult 
children of alcoholics know 
how to survive, at best. To 
genuinely thrive is a foreign 

concept to them. Intimacy is a scary 
prospect that they fear will starkly 
reveal all their many shortcomings.

Yet these two did love each other in a 
strange way: they complemented each 
other, all the while tearing each other 
apart. We can call it the dance of denial 
or simply the stance they inherit from 
witnessing past role models. 

Both Paula and Jess understood 
that they were living their parents’ 

macabre dance. They just didn’t know 
how to break it. Acknowledging 
that they had nothing to lose, each 
agreed to go to Al-Anon. What they 
didn’t know was how much they 
had to learn. While therapy could 
educate them, only a mutual support 
program such as Al-Anon could 
help them connect to others and see 
that, although they were separate, 
they were not alone.

Paula could come to see that 
loving someone does not mean 
changing them or putting up with 
abuse. Putting the focus on herself 

and her “side of the street” became 
her mottos. Jess could start to move 
away from his long engrained “angry 
victim” role. Both could slowly 
come to appreciate that the hope 
and encouragement they lacked 
as children was exactly what they 
could gain from Al-Anon, and begin 
to extend them to each other. Now 
that’s truly complementary and 
therapeutic.

Chris Loeffler, MSW, LCSW, oper-
ates Forays Counseling Services and 
specializes in relational empower-
ment counseling in Denver, Colorado.

Therapist explains effects of addiction
By Chris Loeffler, MSW, LCSW 
Forays Counseling Services, Denver, CO
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I left my first husband because 
of his behavior when drinking. 
A pastor recommended I go to 
Al-Anon, but I thought my husband 
just needed to stop drinking and 
everything would be all right.

Later, I was attracted to another 
man whose drinking also affected me. 
Over a period of several years we lived 
together and married. All the while his 
drinking progressed, along with all of 
the behaviors that went along with it.

In desperation, I came to the 
doors of Al-Anon already knowing 
that it was to help me overcome 

the effects of the family disease 
of alcoholism. What I did not 
recognize was that alcoholism in my 
father, grandfather, and uncles had 
also affected me. More importantly, 
my mother’s reactions to their 
drinking had the most influence on 
my inability to cope. 

I came to Al-Anon, abandoned 
my stubbornness, opened my mind, 
and have never regretted it a day 
since. The welcome I received began 
my road to recovery, a path with 
ups and downs, but clearly toward a 
better, more serene life.

Understanding how my father’s drinking 
affected my choice of a partner… 

Lynda J., ON
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How do I know if Al-Anon 
could help me?

We can easily recognize how alcohol affects the drinker. It’s not as easy for 
family and friends to recognize how the drinker’s behavior has affected them.

These questions can help you identify some of the effects of someone else’s 
drinking may have had on you. If you answer “yes” to any of these questions, 

Al-Anon Family Groups may be able to help. 

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. Are plans frequently upset or canceled because of  
the drinker?

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

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

8. Have you been hurt or embarrassed by a drinker’s 
behavior?

9. Do you search for hidden alcohol?

10. Have you refused social invitations out of fear or 
anxiety?

11. Do you feel like a failure because you can’t control  
the drinking?

12. Do you think that if the drinker stopped drinking,  
your other problems would be solved?

For more questions, please visit the Al-Anon Web site at 
www.al-anon.alateen.org.



How do I find an Al-Anon or 
Alateen meeting?

Call 
1-888-4AL-ANON 

(1-888-425-2666) 
Monday-Friday, 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. ET. 

or visit 
www.al-anon.alateen.org 

for meeting information. 
Al-Anon may also be listed in your local telephone directory.
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