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ABSTRACT 

This study explored the cultural knowledge of the 

adult who identified, through remembrances and behavior, 

their childhood experiences with an alcoholic parent. 

Ethnographic interviews were conducted with four adult 

children of an alcoholic father. Data were analyzed for 

relevant domains of meaning and cultural themes. 

Four cultural themes were identified from the data: 

1) A lot of negative things happen when you 

have an alcoholic parent 

2) There are ways to take care of an alcoholic 

3) You learn to live with secrecy 

4) We sometimes make the same mistakes but we 

try not to. 

Recommendations for nursing practice based on the 

experiences of the adult child of an alcoholic are pre

sented as well as recommendations for further research. 

ix 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Excerpt from literature entitled "Al-Anon Is For 
Adult Children of Alcoholics": 

I grew up in an alcoholic home. The environ
ment was erratic, dangerous, tension-filled. 
At times there were shows of affection, but 
I could never trust them. What happens to 
the child, years later in mid-life? I'm 
afraid of ridicule. I'm afraid of anger. 
I'm afraid of trusting people. I'm fiercely 
afraid of rejection. I fear knowing myself. 
I fear success. Most of all, I fear fear 
(Anonymous member, 1983). 

For many, the problem of alcoholism is an insidious, 

multifaceted one which only recently has been viewed as 

effecting the entire family. Current literature shares the 

viewpoint that for every alcoholic there are several other 

persons related by family or business who are adversely 

effected by the alcoholic (Hecht, 1973). These reports 

view alcoholoism as a family disease effecting the emotional, 

physical and spiritual well-being of those living with the 

alcoholic. Even less well understood are those children who 

survive, grow and develop into optimum human beings under 

similar circumstances of chaos and adversity. 

It is generally accepted that children, as part of 

a family, primarily learn through role models and identifica
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tion with those with whom they live (Spradley, 1972). Through 

observation the child learns the family feelings, attitudes 

and methods of dealing with others. Their learning occurs 

on a conscious and unconscious level through communication 

and role playing. In the home of a person who is alcoholic, 

communication may be distorted and confusing to the child 

(Hecht, 1973). Children in this situation may learn to act 

out their impulses based on the model of the alcoholic 

parent. For some, there is an inability to trust in others 

so the individual learns to rely primarily upon themselves 

(Woititz, 1983). It has also been observed that family members 

often facilitate alcoholism in a parent and frequently 

present obstacles to the alcoholic's recovery (Hecht, 

1973). Therefore, the family is seen as being as much a 

victim of alcoholism as the alcoholic is. 

Generally speaking, the experience of children 

growing up in a home where a parent is alcoholic can be 

viewed as noncontingent. Cause and effect relationship 

behaviors that children need to learn are frequently not 

seen due to the inconsistant behavior of the alcoholic in 

the family (Woititz, 1983). The importance of rules and 

regulations may not be learned. 

Some children, however, appear to do well even 

under the most chaotic and harsh family conditions. One 

reason may be that parents are not all alike and common 
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stereotypes do not apply to all (Rovner, 1987). Another 

may be whether or not the child possesses certain personality 

characteristics. The characteristics of hardiness, as 

described by Lambert and Lambert (1987), is a personality 

composite of commitment, challenge, and control. The 

quality of hardiness within one's personality has been 

associated with decreased reports of physical and mental 

symptomatology. Hardiness has been shown to have its 

greatest health-preserving effect when stressful life 

events are maximum (Kobasa, 1982). 

Children who seem to be adversely effected by an 

alcoholic parent may find themselves contrasting other 

families with their own. There may be feelings of shame 

for their own family including resentment, anger, and 

disgust (Woititz, 1983). Studies of children have shown 

that children of alcoholics are more prone to delinquent 

behaviors and antisocial characteristics than children from 

families whose parents are non alcoholic (Hecht, 1973; 

Barnes, 1984; Sutker, Moan, Goist and Allain, 1984). 

As adults, children of alcoholics may need to learn 

how to live with hurts and resentments of the past. One 

adult child of an alcoholic felt that she grew up both with 

and without a mother. For this young woman, the feeling of 

responsibility for an alcoholic mother later turned into a 

feeling of hatred towards her. Being the target of her own 
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mother's anger and violence, she finally escaped into 

marriage. After setting standards and expectations for her 

own family that they were unable to meet, she then found 

herself frustrated and outraged with her own children. 

Screaming fits turned into brutal spankings. The woman 

felt tortured with feelings of guilt that she had become 

like her own mother even though she was not drinking (A1 

Anon Literature, 1984). 

What happens then to these children of alcoholics 

who become adults? What are the long-term effects of 

alcoholism upon the individual members of families with an 

alcoholic parent? Why do some children living in chaotic 

families appear to do well and others do not? It is the 

desire of this researcher to add to the limited body of 

knowledge addressing adult chidlren of alcoholics and disco

ver the ideas and situations that these adults experienced 

as children. To discover in what way, if any, the problem 

of alcoholism is perpetuated in their own lives and within 

their own families; to attempt to understand the role and 

coping strategies that members of a family with an alcoholic 

parent may currently be exhibiting; to determine whether or 

not existing or past coping mechanisms were a positive force 

in improving an individual's quality of life. 

By learning how an adult child of an alcoholic 

viewed their childhood and present situation, health profes
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sionals may better understand the adult who grew up with an 

alcoholic parent. Improved treatment could be provided 

with a greater understanding by professional counselors for 

those individuals seeking help. Professionals may also 

discover some insight into adults who grew up in chaotic 

situations but are coping well and find little need for 

professional counseling services. 

Statement of the Problem 

The question to be addressed is: what patterning in 

cultural knowledge can be identified through adult remembrances 

of childhood experiences with an alcoholic parent? An 

ethnographic study will be conducted to discover what 

adults know and learn from their experiences in growing up 

with an alcoholic parent and the systems of meaning they 

use as they incorporate this knowledge into their world 

today. Thus, the subjects* views will contribute to and 

enlighten our understanding of this phenomenon. 

Significance of the Problem 

While there have been many studies throughout the years 

focusing on alcoholism and the alcoholic, only recently has 

the adult child of the alcoholic been recognized as possibly 

needing special attention and care. Contemporary treatment 

centers now offer treatment to this population who in the 

past have been underserved (Seixas and Levitan, 1984). 
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Exact figures differ, but it is estimated that over 

thirty million people have lived with at least one parent 

who was an alcoholic during their childhood years (Seixas 

and Levitan, 1984). In spite of this large number, these 

people may not have sought treatment for a variety of 

reasons. These include the inability of the individual to 

recognize that a problem exists or that problems may stem from 

a parent being alcoholic (Woititz, 1984). A person may 

feel they don't deserve help or may not know where or how 

to get it. Adult children of alcoholics may not recognize 

their lack of trust in other people or their enormous 

feeling of guilt that is carried into adulthood (Nace, 

Dephoure, Goldberg and Cammareta, 1982). Or, they may be 

the type of individual who appears to do well even under 

adverse conditions (Rovner, 1987). Few studies specifically 

address the dynamics found within this population. 

The psychodynamics of what occurs to the adult who 

has grown up with an alcoholic parent has only recently 

started to surface. The impact on children raised with an 

alcoholic parent is just now being explored in the context 

of the adult child. Mental health professionals need to 

recognize and assist those adult children of alcoholics seeking 

help for themselves and for their children. Given a clearer 

description of the impact and outcome of the dynamics 

involved with the adult child of the alcoholic, a greater 
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understanding of the phenomenon would occur with intervention 

being focused toward primary prevention. 

Statement of the Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to discover in what 

way, if any, the experience of growing up with an alcoholic 

parent impacts upon the adult life of such children. Exploring 

the viewpoints and remembrances of these individuals may 

aid us in understanding and helping adults with problems in 

this segment of the population. 

Information about adult remembrances of childhood 

cultural knowledge and cognitive development of adult 

children of alcoholics may be used to guide nursing research 

and practice. Knowing what most impresses and/or effects 

the child with an alcoholic parent offers direction for 

future research. The knowledge acquired will aid nurses, 

therapists and educators to become more enlightened about 

these individuals so they may better assist them when 

needed. 

Definitions 

Adult child of an alcoholic — An adult (age 21 years or 

older), male or female who has grown up in a home 

where one or more parents were considered to be 

alcoholic by those individuals who live within the 

family. 
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Alcoholism — A pathological behavior of excessive and inap

propriate alcohol consumption which once established 

often leads to physical and mental disability and death 

(Seixas, 1984). 

Process of adult perception of childhood cultural knowledge-

The process of perception is one in which environmental 

stimuli is interpreted in terms of meaning of 

cultural concepts learned as a member of a group. 

Conceptual Orientation 

The conceptual orientation for this study is built 

upon the problem cited earlier. Hinshaw (1979) states that 

when concept identification is in order, a format of conceptual 

orientation acquaints the reader to the concept or phenomenon 

under study. This includes examining and describing relation

ships between various concepts. 

The major concepts included in the conceputal 

orientation are culture and development. The research is 

guided by the following structural model (Figure 1, pg. 9) 

which shows the relationship between the two major concepts 

and their corresponding subconcepts. The upper level concepts 

of culture and development are represented in subconcepts 

by culture of childhood and cognitive development. The 

concept of adult remembrances of childhood cultural knowledge 

is qualitatively examined using the ethnographic interview. 

The remaining referent level concept is cognitive development 



in a noncontingent environment. This concept is considered 

and examined as it relates to and/or influences the adult 

remembrances of childhood cultural knowledge. 

Culture 
I 
I 

I 
Culture of 
Childhood 

I 
i 

Remembrances of the Adult 
Child of an 

Alcoholic Parent 

•Development 

Cognitive 
Development 

Cognitive Development 
in a Noncontingent 

Environment 

Figure 1. Model of the conceptual orientation to the adult 
child of an alcoholic's cultural knowledge identified 
through adult remembrances. 

Culture 

The meaning of the term "culture" as described by 

Spradley (1979) refers to "the acquired knowledge that 

people use to interpret experiences and generate social 

behavior" (p. 5). This concept of culture seeks to explain 

human behavior in terms of meanings. People act towards 

things on the basis of the meanings that the things have 

for them. The meaning of such things i.e. types of people, 

a police car, or activities of others, is derived from the 

social interaction that one has with one another. 

As a shared system of meanings, culture is learned, 

revised, maintained and defined within the context of those 
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people who are interacting. Culture is used to interpret 

various situations as cultural meanings are used to handle 

and modify the various situations encountered (Spradley, 1979). 

Children in each society are taught to observe the 

world in a particular way (Spradley, 1972). Children learn 

to recognize and identify some objects and totally ignore 

others. For example, most societies refer to only a few 

categories of colors when there are virtually thousands of 

colors to be seen. 

There are subtle as well as overt pressures used by 

societies to encourage the growing child to learn their 

society's definition of different situations (Spradley, 

1972). Examples given are, verbal reminders to "wash your 

hands", "go to sleep", "wipe your nose", "be quiet." 

Nonverbal communication by parents or outright physical 

punishment motivate the child to behave appropriately. 

Through this long process of socialization, children organize 

their perceptions, concepts, and behavior. They have in 

essence been taught a theory of the world in which they can 

organize their own behavior, to anticipate other's behaviors, 

and to make some sense of the world in which they live. 

The culture of childhood according to Goodman (1970) 

states that like any culture, childhood culture is learned, 

shared and transmitted from generation to generation of 

children. Goodman (1970) reports that children pay keen 
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attention to the world around them and they are naturally 

intensely curious about the world. Their awareness, according 

to Goodman (1970) is much greater and manifested earlier 

than we previously recognized. Each child, being born into 

a.society, learns to practice a way of life -- a culture. 

The present research is concerned with discovering 

the cultural knowledge learned by those children who grew 

up with an alcoholic parent. The experience effects all 

aspects of their lives and the results are carried into 

adulthood. Do these individuals have any special needs? 

What personal strengths and weaknesses do these individuals 

describe as emerging from their particular cultural base? 

How do these persons describe problems or concerns they've 

had to deal with as adults? By exploring the cultural 

knowledge learned by children who grew up with an alcoholic 

parent their view of the phenomenon will be discovered. 

Development 

The terms growth and development are often used 

interchangeably and it is true that each depends on the 

other. In the discussion of the normal child the terms 

often seem to parallel one another. However, conceptually, 

the two terms must be distinguished. The term growth can 

be measured in size of the individual. Development is used 

to indicate an increase in skill or complexity of function 

(Lowrey, 1986). Neuromuscular control and dexterity are 
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developed as well as character. Maturation and differentiation 

are words that have been used to describe the process of 

development and in doing so, it is evident that development 

is related to growth but is quite different from it. 

The type of development that is significant to this 

study is that of cognitive development. Probably the most 

complete and unified theory of cognitive development comes 

from Jean Piaget, a Swiss psychologist, who used a naturalistic 

approach when observing his subjects. He observed daily 

activities of children and recorded his observations. By 

recording these activities a comprehensive theory investi

gating children's process of thought was discovered (Ault, 

1977). Piaget was able to observe a process in children 

leading from one state of equilibrium to another. Thus a 

state of self-organization exists in the process of development 

(Piaget, 1977). Being a pioneer in the study of the normal 

thinking and intelligence in children, Piaget developed a 

theory of cognitive development whereby perceptions of 

early experiences in childhood effect thought processes 

later on in life. Piaget believed that all childhood 

experiences are the root of later more complex thoughts. 

In later years, the child is capable of reflecting upon the 

experiences of the past, analyzing their own thinking and 

building theories based upon their experiences. How children 

think, and how their thinking changes over time has a 
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definite impact upon their perception of events, and their 

behavior later on (Ault, 1977). 

Early memories of childhood are rooted in daily 

interactions with caregivers in a familiar setting. Events, 

objects and routines that are remembered are personally 

significant and relevant (Pressley and Brainerd, 1985). 

Young children have a repertoire of concepts and knowledge 

borne by the children and then by the adults of that society. 

Children, like adults must deal with their world in conceptual 

terms and use these intellectual tools to organize the 

environment and attack the problem (Goodman, 1970). By the 

time the child becomes an adult, these concepts are built 

into the culture of adulthood by the process of watching, 

listening, speculating. Internalized controls for the 

adult become a matter of what has been learned and remembered 

as children. Indeed, the knowledge of social behavior is 

an important ingredient of personal and cognitive competence 

(Mischel, 1979). According to Mischel (1979), the development 

of children's cognitive competencies and growing understanding 

of psychological principles underlying social behavior at 

just 10 years of age is an impressive amount. 

Woititz (1983) states that adults who grew up with 

an alcoholic parent will remember similar environments of 

chaos and tension. Tension and anxiety may be present but 
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according to Heilbrun and Pepe (1985) the primary difference 

is in the way the child reacts to an experience rather than 

the experience itself. 

Individuals reacting to experiences in noncontingent 

situations and their effect on cognitive development has 

been the subject of previous investigations. Experiments 

with animals indicate impaired learning resulting from 

uncontrollable aversive stimulation (Seligman, Maier, and 

Solomon, 1971). The term helplessness has been applied to 

this phenomenon and to the process whereby noncontingent 

reinforcement results in an individual feeling that they are 

unable to control the outcome. A study by Roth and Kubal 

(1975) found that the amount of exposure to noncontingent 

reinforcement increased the likelihood of experiencing a 

feeling of helplessness, especially if the task was believed 

to be important. Results of Klein, Fencil-Morse, and Seligman 

(1976) provided further evidence that learned helplessness 

is found in man and also supported the theory of depression 

in such individuals due to the person's feeling of inferiority. 

Many researchers believe that how a child thinks and remembers 

past experiences will impact on future behavior (Ault, 

1977; Woititz, 1983). A situation of tension and stress in 

the home of a parent who is alcoholic could possibly result 

in some feelings of helplessness and depression in the 

child of the alcoholic. 



Another way of reacting to tension and stress is 

through denial. Denial, according to Breznitz (1983) can 

be viewed as a defense mechanism utilized in the process 

through which an individual attempts to protect himself 

from painful or frightening information related to some 

external reality. Breznitz (1983) states that denial deals 

with problems emanating from the outside. The individual 

then uses some mechanism that reflects various kinds of 

denial — whether avoiding the information, or the denial 

of emotional implications. Some ready-made stereotypic 

response may be used to try to protect oneself. 

Lazarus (1983) agrees that denial is one way in 

which individuals may deal with stress. He states that 

despite the long standing dominate view that the accurate 

perception of reality is a hallmark of mental health, there 

is also the constructive view that people create their own 

reality. Rather than equating illusion with pathology, 

Lazarus (1983) states that a more appropriate conclusion 

would be that mental heatlh requires some self-deception. 

A study conducted by Heilbrun and Pepe (1985) 

revealed that the combination of the process of denial and 

the conscious awareness of the use of denial related to a 

lower level of stress. This result was consistent with 

other studies that considered denial as a defense that 

utilized a thoughtful and deliberate style of coping with 

problems. 



16 

Goldberger (1983) cites the "common observation" 

that denial in an individual takes its toll, especially as 

a major determinite in the development of psychosomatic 

disorders. However, according to Goldberger (1983), denial 

also serves as a very important adaptive function by conserving 

energy and postponing action. 

Eitinger (1983) discusses the concept of denial in 

concentration camps. Denial, defined as acting to protect 

oneself against potentially destructive external forces, 

had a positive function under certain specific circumstances. 

Eitinger (1983) notes that in a concentration camp there is 

no realistic possibility of solving problems; therefore, 

denial under such circumstances is considered as having a 

positive function. A similar situation may exist in a 

relationship between a child and an alcoholic parent. The 

child may discover that it is quite imposssible to stop an 

alcohoilc parent from drinking and so denies that a problem 

exists (Woititz, 1983). 

Individuals respond differently to stress. Present 

personality and past history of individuals have been shown 

to predict response patterns to stress because according to 

Miller et al (1982) responding to stress is a learned skill. 

Human responses are strongly shaped by how the person 

perceives situational, psychological and biological stresses. 
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In a study by Colton (1985), it was found that 

children's perceptions of the severity of various stressors 

was influenced by the emotional impact that event had on 

them. Children who were able to cope successfully with a 

stressor rated it less stressful than children who were 

unable to cope. In this same study, it was found that 

major life events were rated as the most stressful areas 

rather than daily life hassels. 

Kobasa (1979) recognized that personality may have 

something to do with dealing with stress and staying healthy. 

Kobasa (1979) noted that persons who experience high degrees 

of stress without falling ill have a personality difference 

which is best characterized by the term "hardiness." Hardy 

individuals are considered to possess three general charac

teristics: (a) the belief that they can control or influence 

events, (b) a feeling of deep commitment to activities in 

their lives, and (c) the anticipation of change as an 

exciting challenge to develop. Hardy individuals, therefore, 

have the ability to change stress to eustress (Selye, 1974). 

Personal hardiness was also found to be an important 

stress-resistance resource in preventing or reducing burnout 

in female staff nurses (Rich and Rich, 1987). Though the 

studies on personality hardiness is limited to adults, the 

possibility for future studies involving children in stressful 

situations exists. The concepts may apply to them as well. 
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Woititz (1984) states that the majority of children 

raised by one or more alcoholic parents experience a dysfunc

tional lifestyle in general. Research over the last several 

years has indicated that grown children raised by an alcoholic 

parent exhibit similar characteristics such as antisocial 

behavior, poor academic and social performance in school, 

and less stable employment history (Woititz, 1984; Frances, 

1984; Barnes, 1984). Berdslee (1984) states that despite the 

wide diversity in personalities among children of alcoholics, 

there is a great majority of them that have a low tolerance 

for tension and an inability to cope with psychological 

stressors. Familial alcoholism has also been correlated 

with a less stable family environment and more £ociopathology 

(Frances, 1984). 

Research supports the idea that children from 

alcoholic homes are more at risk for psychological and 

sociopatbology and are more prone to becoming alcoholics 

themselves. However, there is a noticeable lack of research 

that deals with individuals who are healthy and well psycho

logically and were raised by an alcoholic parent. 

This study, utilizing an ethnographic approach, 

will focus on a further description of the culture of 

childhood and cognitive development of the adult child of 

an alcoholic. The structural model (Figure 1, pg. 9) 

identifies the hierarchy of concepts and proposed relationships 
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between the variables of culture and development. The 

intermediate level of the conceptual orientation connects 

the concepts of culture of childhood and cognitive development. 

The most concrete level of abstraction includes remembrances 

of the adult child of an alcoholic parent and cognitive 

development in a noncontingent environment. 

Summary 

Adult children of alcoholics face additional sources 

of stress while growing up. An adult who grew up with an 

alcoholic parent possess a unique cultural base with exclusive 

cultural knowledge. The perception of the individual to 

the events they encounter is influenced by cognitive develop

ment and cultural life experiences. Reaction to further 

stressors depends upon the meaning the person has placed 

upon a stressful event. The emphasis of this study is to 

discover through ethnographic interviews, adult remembrances 

of childhood cultural knowledge and cognitive development 

in adults who were raised with alcoholic parents. How an 

adult child of an alcoholic perceives their childhood 

situation may effect how they cope with their current 

situation in life. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

In the following chapter, a review of the literature 

surveys theories and research that are particularly relevant 

to three major areas dealing with the study of the adult 

child of the alcoholic. These areas include: developmental 

considerations of children, childhood cultural knowledge-

parental interaction, and adult children of alcoholics-

theories and studies. 

Developmental Considerations of Children 

From the very beginning a child interacts with those 

around them. Family members are the child's first society 

and the baby learns to adapt to them. The child exper

iences situations and interprets and draws conclusions. 

Thus personality and behaviors become a part of the child's 

development. 

The term development refers to a progression of 

increased skill or function resulting in more complex 

skills (Lowrey, 1986). Character and maturation develop as 

the process continues through stages and abilities. New 

logic and new responses are generated. Human beings have 

the ability to think therefore cognitions are a product of 
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evolving development (Mussen, 1963). In understanding the 

development of the child, one must recognize the fundamen

tal structure of their personality which involves all of 

the complex areas of development. The basic structure of 

the child's personality remains constant throughout their 

life (Dinkmeyer and Dreikurs, 1963). 

Humans have the abilities that enable them to generate 

ideas, remember, evaluate, logically analyze and form 

perceptions of events. Children's cognitions, evolving 

over time, definitely impact upon their perception of 

events, which is often apparent in their behavior (Ault, 

1977). A child does not merely react but learns societal 

rules and set limits. The child being more than hereditary 

and environmental factors, interprets subjective information 

of all that goes on around them and within them giving 

meaning to their actions (Dinkmeyer and Dreikurs, 1963). 

Each state of development of the child is a complex 

pattern of characteristics that are interrelated. There 

are new abilities, logic and responses for each step in the 

developmental process (Nussen, 1963). As children pass 

through these steps, a number of factors are involved 

including genetic predisposition, individual needs, condi

tioning influences, and many life experiences (Ault, 1977). 

Perception of these is a cognitive process and a product of 

ongoing development. 



22 

The child grows up in the matrix of a family system, 

interacting with those around them. According to general 

systems theory and practitioners of systematic family 

therapy, what effects one element within the family group 

effects each element within that group in some way (Tomm, 

1984; Caille, 1982). The child in a family with an alcoholic 

parent interacts with each member in this same way. A 

child in this situation may be expected to play roles that 

meet the needs of other family members. An example might 

be an older daughter being "mother" to younger siblings 

because her own mother is incapacitated by alcohol (Woititz, 

1984; Hecht, 1973). According to Woititz (1983), the 

series of relationships and interreactions between family 

members with an alcoholic parent, seek compensation in 

those areas in which the alcoholic is unable to give. 

Developmental considerations of children include the 

aspects of interactions with those around them and adaptation 

to these experiences. Behavior and personality become a 

part of the complex process of development that continues 

throughout life. 

Childhood Cultural Knowledge - Parental Interaction 

Culture, the knowledge that people have learned as 

members of a group, is explored in literature dealing with 

children and their experience and knowledge with parental 

interaction. The cultural system of knowledge that guides 
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the behavior of those adults who were children growing up 

in an alcoholic home will also be discussed. 

The culture of childhood has been conceptualized by 

Goodman (1970) and Aamodt (1978). Children are perceived 

as a separate being from that of the adult, with an individual 

and different viewpoint. Through a long process of socializa

tion, children organize their own perceptions and concepts 

to take on a viable role in the culture of childhood (Goodman, 

1970). 

Being born into a society, the child learns a 

particular way of life. Aamodt (1978) found a culturally 

relevant theme focusing on care in a study of Papago children. 

For this group of children the phenomenon existed of taking 

care of others and taking care of oneself. The phenomenon, 

according to Aamodt (1978) related to comfort, support and 

a way of fostering development within that culture. 

In Goodman's (1970) work, the children's viewpoint 

was also obtained by asking firsthand, their view of the world 

and how they experience it. 

The culture of childhood involves the child's 

observations and evaluations of what occurs within their 

environment. Parents exert an influence within their 

environment by either socializing the child into the sur

rounding culture or giving them the message that they are 

incompetent and inferior (Corsini, 1984). The child draws 



their own conclusions about self worth and significance 

within the family. 

Axline (1969) describes childhood as a time when the 

child strives to establish maturity and independence. This 

was more easily accomplished when children felt complete 

acceptance by themselves and by others. Dreikurs (1964) 

states that parental encouragement must be given to children 

in order to foster a sense of self worth and positive 

development within them. 

The enculturation of beliefs, values and attitudes 

that children learn is influenced by the dysfunctional 

family. Matteson (1974) found that dysfunctional communication 

contributed to low self-esteem in children. Parents who 

failed to respond positively to a child's need for self-

validation or who give devaluing messages contribute directly 

to a child's feeling of low self-esteem. 

A child' s sense of powerlessness to control the outcome 

of events leads to a lack of motivation and decreased 

willingness to succeed in the world in which they live 

(Dweck and Reppucci, 1973). 

Parental influence in childhood was a factor in whether 

or not children were willing to comply. Smith (1983) found 

that compliance was greater when the attempted maternal or 

paternal control was intermediate rather than extremely 

high or low. When the parent qualified the command or gave 
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a reason to the child, compliance was even greater. Baumrind 

(1903) states that based on her studies, young children are 

intrinsically motivated to conform. As long as parents 

demonstrate firm control rather than excessive physical 

force, they foster a more positive self-image in their 

children. 

The children from an alcoholic home are also influenced 

by parental upbringing. Hecht (1973) states a general 

disorganization exists in the adult child of an alcoholic. 

There is an inconsistency of structure and limit setting 

within the child's environment. Smith (1983) states that 

children need to know there are certain rules and regulations 

within the family even though they need not be rigid. 

Consistency of rules and regulations in the alcoholic home 

are very difficult to achieve (Hecht, 1973). 

The child's cultural view of the world is unique and 

separate from the adult. Parental influences play a major 

role in how a child views their world and themselves. The 

growing boy or girl in an alcoholic home has additional 

environmental factors that lead to inconsistency and concern. 

Adult Children of Alcoholics - Theories and Studies 

In an effort to explain, understand and predict 

alcoholism there have been a variety of theoretical approaches 

that have studied the phenomenon. The perspectives include 

a possible genetic predisposition for alcoholism, sociological 
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factors contributing to alcoholism, and the disease concept 

of alcoholism. An additional category of theorists believe 

that a single-cause, unitary theory is unrealistic because 

problem drinkers do not fit into one single category. 

These researchers support a multifacited approach. Currently, 

there is no research available on the theory of spirituality 

and alcoholism. Two narrative articles by the same author 

will be presented on the subject of spirituality. 

Individuals assumed to be most vulnerable to alcoholism 

are the adult children of alcoholics (Woititz, 1984; Mapes, 

Johnson and Sandler, 1984). These adults constitute the 

largest number of individuals who are affected by the 

dysfunction. As a result of their childhood experiences 

and familial ties, they are candidates at high risk for 

alcoholism or a dysfunctional lifestyle (Woititz, 1984). 

An adult child of an alcoholic may fit into any one of the 

theoretical categories. 

According to some researchers, the adult child of an 

alcoholic is more prone to problem drinking because of the 

genetic factor involved (Frances Bucky and Alexopoulos, 

1984). One of the few uniformly positive findings in 

studies done on alcoholism show that the problem does run 

in families (Schuckit, 1984). In support of these findings, 

Volicer, Volicer and D'Angelo (1984), found that an accelerated 

rate of alcoholism was observed in subjects with a family 
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history of problem drinking. Physical dependence also 

developed earlier in these individuals. 

The familial disorder is supported further in its 

genetic influence by studies of adopted sons and daughters 

of alcoholics being raised by foster parents. These children 

were four times more likely to become alcoholic than adopted 

children of control subjects (Goodwin, Schulsinger, Hermansen, 

et al. (1973). 

Familial alcoholism also predicts a poorer outcome 

of individuals in terms of work performance and alcohol-related 

problems (Frances, et al., 1984). For these particular 

problems, the outcome worsened over time, especially if 

there were an increase in the number of alcoholic relatives. 

This supports the hypothesis that heredity is an important 

contributor to the transmission of alcohol related problems. 

The use of alcohol has been shown to be associated 

with friends, parents and family members in adolescents 

(Kandel, Kessler and Margulies, 1978). Adolescents are 

influenced by both friends and family in the socialization 

process in which alcohol use becomes a part (Byram and Fly, 

1984; Kandel et al., 1978). 

The socialization explanation of alcohol use includes 

certain sociocultural factors that appear to be influencing 

children's decision to drink. According to Forney, Forney, 

Davis et al., (1984), parental drinking patterns, sex, 
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race, and grade level in school have a predictive ability 

to determine whether or not the child will become a frequent 

or heavy drinker. Kandel, et al. (1978) has also studied 

the use of drugs by adolescents as part of the process of 

socialization. Socialization is a series of repeated 

interactions between an individual and others. Kandel et 

al. (1978) has demonstrated that drug use is a behavior 

that involves resolution of conflicts arising from social 

interaction. Segal, Hobfoll and Cromer (1984) also found 

the use of alcohol primarily being associated with resolution 

of conflicts. Alcohol was consumed to free oneself from 

conflict or problems. Cutter and O'Farrell's (1984) study 

agrees with these findings. Their study showed that subjects 

drank to cope with personal deficiencies or distress. 

Barnes (1984) states that adolescent alcohol abuse 

is a complex issue. Problem behavior as well as socialization 

factors such as parental nurturing are also important. In 

his study, Barnes (1984) found that the profile of the 

adolescent problem drinker had a number of problem behaviors. 

These included negative attitude toward school, poor inter

actions with parents, and receiving poor school grades. 

Sutker, Moan, Goist and Allain (1984) concur by stating 

that . . . "illicit drug use has been shown to be positively 

and strongly related to other forms of illegal behavior or 

antisocial characteristics in . . . high school adolescents" 

(p. 242). 
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Alcoholism as a disease is seen as pathologic behavior 

of excessive and inappropriate drinking (Seixas, 1984; 

Mapes, et al. 1984; Henderson, 1984). The alcoholic, 

whether continuously drinking or drinking in episodes 

spaced weeks apart, develops a growing compulsion to drink 

and a reduction in their ability to control the drinking or 

its consequences. The progression of the disease manifests 

itself in all spheres of their life (Mapes, et al. 1984). 

As the disease progresses the alcoholic becomes more labile 

and unpredictable. 

Seixas (1984) states that the disease of alcoholism 

should be considered physical. Seixas (1984) points to the 

World Health Organization (WHO) characterizing the problem 

in 1952 as a pathological dependency on alcohol. Therefore 

the alcoholic person is one who has a pharmacological and 

physical addiction to alcohol. 

Remaining within the framework of the disease concept 

of alcoholism, several factors pertaining to the family of 

the alcoholic were considered by Mapes et al. (1984). 

These included the progression of the disease, coping 

strategies of family members, support systems available, 

and the socioeconomic status of the family. Mapes et al. 

(1984) states that family members "live on an emotional 

roller coaster of embarrassment, guilt, hurt, anger and 

frustration" (p. 69). The family watches helplessly while 
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the alcoholic continues a self-destructive course. Whether 

or not family members will cope is determined by the effects 

of alcoholism upon the family, major roles within the 

alcoholic family and comprehensive treatment issues. 

A most challenging task is to teach the disease concept 

to family members of alcoholics (Henderson, 1984). Most 

are extremely suspicious and view it as a way for the 

alcoholic to "get off the hook." Family members often feel 

that willpower is all that is needed. It must be explained 

to the family that although the alcoholic is not responsible 

for getting the illness, they are responsible for their 

actions. Treatment includes learning to acknowledge and 

act on this responsibility. 

In a multifacited approach to alcoholism, an alcoholic 

is seen as a dynamic process and the cumulative product of 

a multitude of individual social, psychological and physical 

forces that interact in complex ways (Fitzgerald and Mulford, 

1983) . Research has produced a growing body of evidence 

that the alcoholic is not an all-of-a-kind entity. In 

addition, there is no single factor that clearly differentiates 

all problem drinkers from other drinkers (Fitzgerald and 

Mulford, 1983). Although biological models and sociocultural 

models exist, it is stated that the more contemporary 

researchers and reviewers support a multifactorial approach 

to the problem of alcoholism (Furnham and Lowick, 1984). 



31 

Self image and individual attitudes toward drugs have 

been among the multiple factors revealed in an individual's 

use or non-use of alcohol (Brehn and Backr 1968). A person's 

self perception determines their desire for self modification 

depending upon the general dissatisfaction with oneself. 

Brehn and Back (1968) state that the absence of defenses or 

restraints against using alcohol or other drugs also determines 

whether or not that route will be taken. 

Rees and Wilborn (1983) found that in the adolescent 

the improvement of self-esteem is important in the prevention 

and treatment of drug abuse. A positive family relationship 

was important as well. 

Spirituality or lack of spirituality has been seen 

as the primary factor for determining whether or not an 

individual will have a drinking problem. Booth (1984) 

expresses the opinion that spirituality is the healing 

force and primary treatment for the prevention of alcoholism. 

Booth (1984) states that each individual possesses creative 

values and healing that is brought about by spirituality. 

A review of the literature indicates a number of 

theoretical approaches to the problem of alcoholism. These 

include the disease concept, genetic inheritance and socio

logical factors. Some researchers espouse to a multifacited 

approach to the problem of drinking stating that a cummulative 

product of forces exists. A minimal number of reports 
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express the opinion that an individual's spirituality will 

determine a potential problem with alcohol. 

Summary 

The preceding review of the literature focuses on the 

developmental considerations of children, childhood cultural 

knowledge - parental interaction, and adult children of 

alcoholics - theories and studies. Research indicates that 

children interact and learn from those around them. Growing 

up in the matrix of a family system, children learn relation

ships and interactions among family members. Parents exert 

their influence on childhood self-esteem by validating the 

child or giving devaluing messages. The child of the 

alcoholic may receive inconsistent messages and structure. 

Theoretical frameworks of alcoholism that may include the 

adult child of the alcoholic are; genetic, sociological, a 

multifacited approach, the disease model, and the concept 

of spirituality and alcoholism. 

In an attempt to explain, predict or prevent al

coholism, there have been many studies stemming from a 

variety of perspectives. It has been only recently that 

the adult child of the alcoholic has been focused upon. 

Considerable research is available about alcoholism but 

relatively few studies exist on the adult child of an 

alcoholic, indicating a need for the present study. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

In this chapter, the methodological approach will be 

discussed. Presented here is information on the research 

design, informant selection, protection of human rights, 

and the data collection and analysis. 

Research Design 

An exploratory design was chosen to address the research 

question: What patterning in cultural knowledge can be 

identified through adult remembrances of childhood experiences 

with an alcoholic parent? 

The methodology for this study is ethnography and has 

its foundation in the concept of culture. Culture, according 

to Spradley (1979) is "the acquired knowledge that people 

use to interpret, experience, and to generate social behavior" 

(p. 5). Spradley (1979) states that ethnography is the 

task of describing a particular culture by building a 

systematic understanding of human social behavior from the 

perspective of those who have learned them. Ethnography 

shifts research from the perspective of the researcher to 

the viewpoint of the informer, who gives an "insiders" 
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point of view. An attempt is made to systematically discover 

the knowledge that these individuals have learned and are 

using to organize their behavior. Spradley and McCurdy 

(1972) state that the aim of the ethnographer is to come to 

understand another way of life from the other's vantage 

point. 

The culture described in this study is that of the 

adult child of an alcoholic. Millions of children are 

growing up in alcoholic homes and it is difficult to calculate 

the social consequences of this dilemma. Many adults who 

have been in this situation exhibit similar characteristics 

and dysfunctional family systems (Woititz, 1984). Working 

with these informants is the hallmark of ethnographic 

research (Spradley, 1979). By using language to communicate 

about reality, a tool is available for constructing a 

bridge between researcher and informant. 

In summary, this exploratory study focused on the 

adult children of alcoholics and their cultural knowledge 

of childhood and current situations. The primary strategy 

employed for data collection was the ethnographic interview. 

The goal of the study was to obtain more information about 

the experiences, thoughts and feelings of the adult child 

of an alcoholic. The data is reported using Spradley's 

(1979) techniques of describing a particular culture. 
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Informant Selection 

The adults selected for this study are key informants 

representing the culture of adult children of alcoholics. 

The following criteria were used in the selection of four 

informants: 

1. The informant was 21 years of age or older. 

2. The informant experienced growing up in a home where 

one or both parents were considered to be an alcoholic 

by the informant and/or other individuals. 

3. The informant spoke and understood English. 

4. The informant was willing to participate in the study. 

5. The informant has never been involved in an adult 

child of an alcoholic support group. 

The selection of informants was made by the researcher 

from the community at large. After discussing the study in 

a casual conversation with several individuals, some volun

teered to participate in the research. The individuals 

were co-workers, students or acquaintances. Prospective 

informants were given an explanation of the study and what 

their participation would involve. 

Protection of Human Rights 

In accordance with mandates by the Human Subjects 

Committee the procedure for the protection of human rights 

was followed (Appendix A). To protect the rights of parti

cipants in the study, a careful explanation of the purpose, 
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the method of data collection, and the time requirements 

for the study were given to informants both orally and in 

writing (Appendix B). Participants were assured regarding 

the issue of confidentiality and advised that they may 

withdraw from the study at any time they choose. Potential 

risks, of which there were none, or benefits to the subject 

were disclosed. 

Data Collection Methods 

The methodology for data collection was based on the 

ethnographic interview as described by Spradley (1979). 

Spradley (1979) states that ethnography is an alternative 

to formal theories and an excellent strategy for discovering 

grounded theory. 

It was essential during the initial interviews to 

establish good rapport with informants and to set the scene 

for subsequent interviews. Casual greetings began the 

encounter as well as sincere expressions of interest for 

both the informant and their families. 

Communication was established through telephone calls 

and personal contact. The investigator was known to informants 

as a nurse and graduate student at the University of Arizona. 

Informants were interviewed in a place of their choosing. 

This included either their home, my home or another place 

of convenience such as an office. A portable tape recorder 

was used to record the interviews and to minimize the use 
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of written notes while observing and listening. Some field 

notes were recorded to capture the informants non-verbal 

responses and the nuance of the setting. Each interview 

was then transcribed and analyzed before the next session. 

The purpose of the study was explained to informants 

as an opportunity to learn from them about adults who grew 

up with an alcoholic parent. The procedure was explained 

about interviews, time requirements and confidentiality. 

The first interview began with what Spradley (1979) 

calls "grand tour questions." These are broad, open-ended 

questions that encourage the informants to talk and express 

themselves in their own way. These questions are a useful 

approach from the beginning and were used through the first 

two or three interviews to identify topics that were important 

to the informant. An example of a grand tour question used 

in the interview is: "What is it like to be an adult child 

of an alcoholic?" 

Review of the responses to these broad types of questions 

provided a focus for subsequent interviews. The informants 

statements suggest the next type of questions to ask which 

Spradley (1979) termed as "descriptive." Examples of 

descriptive questions used in the interviews ares "Could 

you describe a typical day in your home when you were 

growing up?" or "Describe the differences between your home 

and your friend's home whose parents weren't alcoholic." 
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After each interview, information was analyzed and 

questions were developed for future interviews. Informants 

responses were grouped into domains that illustrated how 

their thoughts, ideas, and beliefs were organized. Spradley 

(1979) states that the most important basic element of 

culture in ethnography is the categorizing of this information. 

The information obtained about the various domains was 

gained through the use of structural questions. These 

questions were designed to determine which terms belong in 

which domain. Structural questions, therefore, aid the 

ethnographer in exploring how the informant organizes the 

knowledge of their particular culture (Spradley, 1979). 

For example, when an informant mentioned "alcoholic," they 

were asked, "What must a person do in order to be called an 

alcoholic?" Structural questions gave the informants an 

opportunity to provide new information and identify new 

subjects. 

To further organize information obtained, it was 

useful to utilize the principal known as inclusion. A 

relationship of inclusion may be expressed as "X is a kind 

of Y" (Spradley and McCurdy, 1972). For example, an episodic 

drinker may be considered a type of alcoholic. The type of 

structure used to represent a set of categories related by 

inclusion is called a taxonomy. Domains can be thought of 

as a part of a conceptual map that make up a taxonomy. An 
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example of a hypothetical taxonomy of "things that hurt" 

demonstrates how the relationship among all folk terms in a 

domain are revealed (see Table 1). 

Table 1. Example of a Taxonomy in the Domain "Things That 
Hurt" 

I. Parents getting drunk 

II. Parents taking sides 
A. Never listening to me 
B. Liking my sister better than me 
C. Always blaming me 

III. Parents fighting . 
A. About drinking 
B. About money 
C. About me 

IV. Not having anyone to talk to 
A. Unable to talk to my mom and dad 
B. Not having friends to talk to 
C. Not having anyone to trust 

As the interviews continued, contrast questions were 

developed. The principal of contrast involves a judgment 

about whether certain things are similar or different 

(Spradley, 1979). Contrast questions indicate where the 

differences are. A question of this type is: "What are the 

differences between a binge drinker and an episodic drinker?" 

To further clarify information, the informant was also 

referred back to the grand tour question, "Tell me more 

about growing up in an alcoholic home." 

The series of questions described elicited a complete 

listing of terms for each domain and verification of rela

tionships outlined in the taxonomies. 
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Analysis of Data 

Data collection and analysis was done concurrently 

throughout the ethnographic process. Initially, interviews 

included broad general questions about being an adult child 

of an alcoholic. The information was then categorized into 

similar areas or domains. Spradley (1979) describes a 

domain as a category of large cultural symbols that are 

grouped together because they share some similarity. 

Category systems are considered by Spradley and McCurdy 

(1972) to be the basic building blocks of a culture. Each 

domain or category contains similar terms that indicate the 

structure of a particular culture. 

In the structure of a domain, the first apparent 

element is the "cover term" (Spradley, 1979). Cover terms 

are names for a particular category of cultural knowledge. 

An example of a cover term is "friends." Types of friends 

included under this larger category include several other 

categories of different types of friends: close friend, 

best friend, casual friend, opponent, follower, and ally— 

these six categories, known as folk terms, belong to the 

category of knowledge named by the cover term "friends." 

Taxonomies were then organized with information from both 

the cover term and folk terms. Verification of relationships 

outlined in taxonomies was made by the informants. 
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Ethnographic data was ordered and cultural themes 

based on the work of Opler (1945) were generated. A cultural 

theme is defined by Opler (1945) as "a term to denote a 

postulate or position, declared or implied, and usually 

controlling behavior or stimulating activity which is 

tacitly approved or openly promoted in a society" (p. 198). 

Cultural themes originated in Opler's (1945) work and 

refers to the patterns of recurring principles in a cultural 

system and the importance or impact they have on the culture 

being studied. For example, a cultural theme representing 

the view of adult remembrances of childhood experiences of 

life with an alcoholic parent might be: when life is chaotic 

we often feel left out. 

Summary 

The research design, sample population, data collection 

methods, and data analysis yielded the desired result. The 

adult children of alcoholics expressed their views, thoughts, 

and feelings of past childhood and present situations. 

Spradley's (1979) techniques were used to determine the 

cultural knowledge that informs their behavior based on 

these individuals' past and present experiences. Tape 

recordings and field notes were used to record data that 

was analyzed and presented in the form of domains and 

taxonomies. The information that emerged provided a holistic 

view of the adult child of an alcoholic and their adult 
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perceptions of childhood cultural knowledge. In the next 

chapter the data will be presented and analyzed. 



CHAPTER IV 

Presentation and Analysis 
of Ethnographic Data 

This chapter presents ethnographic data collection on 

the adult child of an alcoholic. The findings collected 

from individual informants are reported as follows: 1) 

Informant interviews, 2) Taxonomies derived from domains of 

meaning, and 3) Cultural themes. 

Informants 

This section describes each informant according to 

objective and subjective observations by the researcher. 

Each informant has been given a fictitious name in order to 

protect their identity. 

Clara 

Clara is a 40 year old Anglo woman who came to the 

realization that her father was an alcoholic at the age of 

15. Clara's father's alcoholism was not discussed openly 

by her mother or other family members. After Clara had 

finished one year of college at 18 years of age, her father 

died in a nursing home with a diagnosis of cirrhosis of che 

liver. Clara has been married twice and has two teenage 

children by her first husband. The children and her second 

husband reside together. 
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Clara was interviewed three times in her home. On our 

first interview, Clara struck me as being very open and 

willing to give information. She seemed quite at ease and 

relaxed as we sat and talked. She offered me a beverage 

and as we sipped our iced tea, she expressed the events in 

her life which pertained to this study. 

Tamson 

Tarnson, a 39 year old Anglo female, remembers her 

father drinking excessively since she was in the first or 

second grade. As a military family there was a great deal 

of moving around and readjustment to make. Tamson and four 

siblings were expected to adjust accordingly. Of the five 

children, Tamson states that two are alcoholic. Parents of 

Tamson's mother and father were also alcoholic. Tamson is 

currently in her third marriage. She is the mother of one 

and stepmother to three other children. Tamson was 

interviewed two times in her place of employment. Other 

informal interviews took place in settings outside of the 

workplace. Each time we talked, Tamson appeared well 

dressed and quite proper in her mannerisms but calm. 

Occasionally her affect would assume a more tense pose as 

the conversation became more emotional. Tamson was always 

quite willing to answer questions and was very polite. She 

appeared to be quite genuine and sincere when addressing 

the topic at hand. 
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Pam 

The third informant, Pamf is the second oldest in a 

family of six children. Now 39 years old, she describes 

her family as typically Italian Catholics. The first of 

three daughters, she grew up as the "mature capable child" 

who took care of all the other children. She, as well as 

others, saw herself in the role of a responsible care 

taker. 

In 1969, Pam's mother was killed in a car accident. 

At this point Pam states that her father became an active 

alcoholic. Pam's paternal grandfather was also alcoholic 

and very abusive. Prior to her mother's death, Pam's 

father drank only moderately but she considered him to be a 

very volatile person and very cruel. The situation became 

worse after the death of her mother, and Pam became very 

depressed. She attempted suicide twice as a teenager. 

Today, Pam appears to be a very capable, articulate 

and honest individual. Her sincerity and openness as an 

informant was quite evident. She seemed forthright in her 

statements as well as being friendly and poised. 

Linda 

Linda is 27 years of age and states she will be 28 in 

March. Her father was enlisted in the Army and when Linda 

was born, the family was stationed in Germany. When Linda 

was 2 years old, the family relocated to Arizona where 

Linda has lived ever since. She graduated from a large 
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university, and is currently employed as a health care 

worker in a health care agency. She married four years 

ago. She and her husband do not have any children as yet. 

Linda did not come to the full realization that her 

father was an alcoholic until she was in 7th or 8th grade. 

He was frequently gone, especially at night, and would move 

out of the house on a continual basis for two weeks at a 

time. At one point, when Linda was 5, her parents divorced 

but then remarried again. Eight years later they divorced 

for a second time and eventually remarried others. 

Linda describes her parent's interactions as "playing 

games with each other." They were constantly separating 

and then getting back together again. Linda remembers 

these episodes as putting the entire family under an 

extreme amount of pressure. 

There are other alcoholics in Linda's family. 

Grandparents from both sides of the family had drinking 

problems, according to Linda. Linda's husband's father was 

a very abusive alcoholic who went through an alcoholic 

treatment program 3 years ago and now does not drink. 

Today, Linda sees herself as one who watches her own 

drinking patterns and others' rather closely. She has 

difficulty expressing her anger for fear that she may be 

abandoned by the person she is angry with. She appears 

attractive and well groomed, articulate and full of good 

spirits. Linda seems to be a very cooperative and caring 
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individual. It was a pleasure to visit and talk with her. 

She was a comfortable informant to be with. 

Researcher-Informant Relationships 

This section addresses some of the experiences 

encountered during the interview process and the relation

ships between researcher and informant. 

When setting up interviews with informants, the 

flexibility of the researcher was emphasized with respect 

to time and meeting place. This flexibility enabled the 

informants to choose the time and place most convenient for 

them. 

At the beginning of the interviews and as they 

progressed, the relationship between informant and resear

cher seemed to be at ease and very productive. The 

informants supplied more and more details of their culture 

as the interviews continued, and a great amount of feeling 

was expressed. 

Presentation of Ethnographic Data 

Eight domains of meaning emerged from content 

analysis of interviews with female adult children of 

alcoholics (Figure 3, p. 50). Cover terms for the domains 

were abstracted from informant response. These include 1) 

Characteristics of "Dad", 2) Remembrances of family life, 

3) What alcoholism does to family members, 4) what adults 

who grew up with alcoholic parents do, 5) what parents did 

to manage the alcohol problem, 6) Kinds of feelings, 7) 
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Kinds of things that children learn from community services 

to help an alcoholic, and 8) Good happenings with an 

alcoholic parent. The content and the meaning of each 

domain presented in the narrative is the focus of this 

section. Cover terms are enclosed in single quotation 

marks, informants statements and the researcher's questions 

are in double quotation marks. Domains of meaning are 

presented in Figure 2 below. The domains represent a story 

that most informants shared in common. The response to the 

researcher's questions were varied, but all provided an 

interesting perspective and similar ideas. The range of 

ideas generally began with the description of dad and 

family life and how dad's alcoholism has impacted on family 

members. Peelings associated with having an alcoholic 

parent were discussed throughout the interviews. Discus

sions at this point generally turned to ways of helping the 

alcoholic parent. And, finally, upon questioning, there 

were good remembrances of the alcoholic parent. 

Characteristics of "Dad" 
Remembrances of family life 
What alcoholism does to family members 
What adults who grew UP with alcoholic parents do 
What parents did to manage the alcohol problem 
Kinds of feelings 
Kinds of things that children learn from community 

services to help an alcoholic 
Good happenings with an alcoholic parent 

Figure 2. Domains of meaning identified by adult children 
of alcoholics. 
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Characteristics of "Dad" 

The domain "characteristics of 'Dad'" (figure 3, p. 

50) lists attributes of father as described by each of the 

informants. Responses were derived primarily from informant's 

first interview when the question was asked "what is it 

like to be an adult child of an alcoholic?" The response 

from all informants began by saying, "my father was the 

alcoholic in my family." Informants would then describe 

several attributes pertaining to father. There were a 

variety of descriptions offered about "Dad" which were 

elaborated upon by each respondent in subsequent interviews. 

When asked to describe a typical day in their home as they 

were growing up, all informants made reference to their 

father. 

As the list of "characteristics of 'Dad'" emerged, 

it was useful to add structural questions such as "what 

does a person do to be called an alcoholic?" This question 

and others similar to it, elicited a number of responses 

which were categorized further by finding out what the 

differences were between the characteristics that described 

"Dad." 

Under the cover term 'Positive', Pam immediately 

stated that her father was a lawyer and a very prominent 

one. The general public thought that Pam was so privileged 

to have him as her father. He was a genius and a master at 

what he did. Pam agreed with these attributes, but she 
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A prominent lawver 
A genius 
Beln»t "positive" 

Positive Being a neat person 
Being Intelligent 
Being humorous 
Being an officer 
A grandfather 

Neutral Retired 
Able to show emotions 
Able to share feelings 
Because of drinking Flunked flight school Because of drinking 

Drank raw eggs 
Couldn't understand his alcoholism 
Raised In an alcohollo famllv 

Extrinsic factors Never knew how to be a dad 
unable to control Being alcohollo 

Being abused as a child 
Being emotionally abusive 
Being without a lot 
Judgmental 
Unreliable 
Workaholio 
Cruel 
Pushv 

Negative Behaviors not Arrogant Negative 
resulting In Hated famllv 
lost trust/ Verba11v abusive 
respect Volatile respect 

Being angrv 
Having a trigger temper 
Having little tolerance 
Out of control 
Controlling 
Double standard for boys and girls 
Couldn't be trusted 
Never wanted to be a dad 

Me 

Embarrassed us Mom 
The famllv 

Humiliating 
Broke promises 
Had other women on the side 

Behaviors Sexuallv aggressive 
resulting In lost Molestation 
trust/respect Used "gutter" humor 

Made rude sexual 1okes 
Created tension constantly 
Being gone a lot 
Didn't spend time with me 
Never plaved with y? 
Never respected mv feelings 
Never respected us 
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knew another side of her father that the public did not 

know. Pam, and the two other informants, consistently 

pointed to the more negative "characteristics of Dad". 

Clara was an exception. She generally saw her dad as 

"being a neat person." Clara said that she knew the rela

tionship with her father "could have been terrible" but it 

wasn't. 

All informants considered their fathers to be 

intelligent men. Most considered their fathers to have a 

humorous side. Clara tells the story of how her father 

would take a running jump into his bed each night. The loud 

bang against the wall indicated that "Dad" was in bed. A 

positive attribute as seen by Tamson was the fact that her 

father was an officer in the military. 

Neutral "characteristics of Dad" include being a 

grandfather, being retired, and the ability to show emotions 

and share feelings. When these characteristics were sorted 

by Linda, she saw these as being neither good nor bad but 

neutral. 

'Negative' factors directly related to drinking 

include flunking flight school and drinking raw eggs. Pam 

describes how her father flunked his final exams in flight 

school because he was too hungover to concentrate on the 

exams. Subsequently he flunked out of the program. "That 

was a major disappointment in his life." Drinking raw eggs 



was seen as a negative practice described by Clara as a way 

to cure a hangover. 

The remaining 'Negative' characteristics were 

divided into three areas with the use of contrast questions 

to find the differences between terms. Linda coined the 

cover term 'Extrinsic factors unable to control.' Pam and 

Linda stated that their fathers couldn't understand their 

alcoholism. Linda saw the inability to understand as 

something that dad was unable to control. Control was 

viewed as the power to change self or surroundings. All 

informants, except Clara, agreed that their fathers were 

raised in "an alcoholic family," which was totally beyond 

dad's control. Family members included grandparents, 

aunts, and uncles. Father being an alcoholic may have 

occurred secondary to his family. 

Pam brought up emotional abuse her father endured 

as a child and now he in turn told his children, "I don't 

like you kids," "you kids are brats," with a constant 

underlying tone of anger in his voice. Two of the informants 

expressed their fathers had to go without a lot. Linda 

felt that this was probably not something Dad could control. 

Pam commented on how deprived dad was as a child. "He had 

to drop out of the 6th grade and go to work in the cotton 

mill in order to support the family." Tamson's father was 

raised by poor farmers. 

Another cover term included under negative "character

istics of Dad" is 'Behaviors not resulting in lost trust/ 
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respect.' Linda felt that these were attributes of Dad 

that were definitely negative but did not take away from 

her feelings of trust and respect for him. Pam contributed 

many of the folk terms here. These were judgmental, unre

liable, workaholic, cruel, pushy and arrogant. She describes 

how he hated the family, was verbally abusive, volatile, 

angry, had a trigger temper, little tolerance, was out of 

control and very controlling. Pam states that her Dad 

worked constantly and even "employed" her as a young teenager 

to work in his office during summer vacations. He expected 

her to work long, hard hours and told her not to complain. 

She said she hated the experience. 

Linda talks about the double standards that her father 

had for boys and girls. Pam agreed. The boys could do 

everything, and were invited to do so, while the girls were 

not even considered. 

Dad 'couldn't be trusted.' In reference to this term 

Linda and Terry talked about broken promises. Lack of 

trust in dad was already established, so broken promises at 

this stage did not result in losing trust that wasn't 

there. It did make it difficult to build new trust. Three 

of the informants expressed to some degree that they felt 

their dad 'never wanted to be a dad.' Linda felt that her 

dad never knew how to be a father. Pam expressed the 

definite feeling that her father hated all the children and 

she hated him. Her words were "I hated his guts." 
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Linda sorted several characteristics that she felt 

resulted in lost trust and respect. Because of these 

behaviors, any trust and respect that was felt for father 

dropped significantly. Father 'embarrassed us' indicated 

embarrassment to the informant, mom or the family. Linda 

referred to rude sexual jokes that her father would verbalize 

after he had been drinking too much. Her father usually 

said the jokes in reference to her or her mother but never 

in reference to his son. Linda found herself at the mercy 

of her father's jokes on many occasions. They were both 

humiliating and embarrassing. "I guess he didn't realize 

how I really felt about it," she said of his "gutter" 

humor. Linda also described how he would make promises but 

not keep them. Pam agreed with this as did Tamson. 

Linda cites another behavior leading to lost 'trust 

and respect' as being her father's infidelity in marriage. 

She said of her father "he always seemed to have another 

woman on the side." She talks about the many evenings that 

he was gone with the excuse that he was selling insurance. 

Later, she learned that he had been seeing another woman. 

For Linda, this contributed to his not spending time with 

her. Pam saw her father's workaholic behavior as being a 

major factor in her father's "being gone a lot." His 

obsession with work and incessant erratic behavior "created 

tension constantly." Pam and Linda both mentioned that 

their fathers never played with them. As Pam said, "he 
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never coached a team, never had the time for us." Tamson 

said dad played but it would be his hobbies that were 

involved. 

'Never respected us' was expressed by Pam, Linda"and 

Tamson. As a female, Pam felt that she and her siblings 

were not treated with respect by their father. Linda said 

it was her "feelings" that dad did not respect. Her statement 

pertained to the sexual jokes that her father made about 

Linda when he was drunk. Tamson commented that "you can 

love someone and not respect them." Tamson brought up the 

issue of molestation. She surmised that because of her 

father's alcoholism she was molested as a child at 13 years 

of age and even earlier by her alcoholic grandfather at 5 

years of age. "After that I was able to just push him 

(dad) away when he got drunk." Pam talked about how sexually 

aggressive her father was. "He would sometimes try to pull 

down the girl's underwear." This and father's other negative 

behavior created tension constantly in Pam's home, as a child. 

Remembrances of Family Life 

Each of the informants remembered various events that 

took place during their growing up years. Specific ways of 

viewing the events surrounding family life were seen in a 

particular light by all informants (Figure 4, p. 56). The 

cover terms chosen to describe the way in which these 

events were seen were: 'viewing things as absolutes,' 

'viewing things negatively' and 'viewing things positively.' 
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Figure 4 . Domain: Remembrances of family life 
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All informants, except Clara, had comments regarding "Neigh

borhood families." The cover term chosen here was 'viewing 

things as children." 

For Tamson and Pam, 'viewing things as absolutes' 

included cut and dry, black or white, right or wrong, hot 

or cold, and no give or take. Linda also agreed with black 

or white, right or wrong. The informants viewed their 

family as being very inflexible and incapable of change. 

Tamson said, "there was always a right way and a wrong way 

of doing things. The kids would tease each other and say-

yeah, there wasn't any other way, just our way." 

'Viewing things negatively' contained input from all 

informants. Tamson and Pam mentioned parents, especially 

father, behaving violently. Tamson carried this idea 

further as she expressed her own married family life where 

push-pull relationships existed between husband and wife, 

parents and children. Constant parental fighting was 

remembered by three of the four informants. Pam described 

it as "everybody blew up all the time" and siblings "beat 

the crap out of each other." Linda felt like she "never 

knew what game we were playing" as her father disappeared 

then reappeared into their family life. She remembers 

telling him at one point, "if you're going to leave then it 

should be for good. I don't want you back in this house." 

Linda was in 8th grade at that time. It was the first time 

she asserted herself in such a manner towards her father. 
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Not being able to talk it over and no resolutions was 

mentioned by Tamson and Pam. Tamson felt as if she never 

learned to cope with the negativity of family life and 

dad's alcoholism. Clara expressed the thought that there 

was not a demonstrative show of affection in her household. 

There was no obvious loving or daily closeness existing 

within the family. She said "my family's not into feelings 

much, they just don't talk about their feelings. There 

wasn't a lot of emotionalism." 

As a child, Linda thought of herself as an adult. She 

and her brother were very perceptive about what was "going 

on" in the family — more so than parents gave them credit 

for. She thought of herself as having to be "super respon

sible," sometimes to the point of taking care of and comforting 

mother after her parents had been fighting. Because of the 

conflict between parents and frequent upsets within the 

family, Linda would try to avoid creating any new problems, 

or other reasons to fight. "My brother and I always did 

our chores so there wouldn't be any more tension created." 

Linda frequently found herself 'having to pretend that 

everything's OK,' even though it wasn't. She compensated 

for the tension by trying to keep the peace and tip-toeing 

around. "The reward for doing our chores was that my 

parents wouldn't be mad at us. It was bad enough having 

them mad at each other all the time." Playing games referred 

to relationships between parent and children that didn't 
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express true feelings about what was happening within the 

family. Being superficial was a folk term used to express 

the lack of sharing honest feelings with one another. 

Pam agreed with these terms. She felt that as a child 

she was "afraid of anger" and "subassertive." She did not 

express her true feelings but felt "volatile" as a teen. 

Clara also commented that she was usually afraid to express 

anger. Opposite of the folk term "no flexibility," is the 

term "having to be flexible." While Tamson and Pam felt 

that their parents were rigid and inflexible in dealings 

with them, they felt it was necessary to be as flexible as 

they could to avoid additional discord and strain among 

family members. 

The cover term 'viewing things positively" was chosen 

by Linda. She and Tamson shared the feeling that a positive 

feeling existed between brother and sister because siblings 

took care of each other. A positive sense of supporting 

each other was a direct result of dad's alcoholism and the 

family environment that stemmed from his drinking. Mom 

trying to "fix" things was expressed by Linda. She saw her 

mother on many occasions being the peace maker in the 

family. There were rewards for doing well in Linda and 

Tamson's families. To comply was a way to minimize potential 

problems. Good grades were held in high esteem by both 

Tamson's and Linda's parents. Linda was rewarded for good 

behavior with brief verbal praises by father and ice cream, 
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movies or "gooney golf" by mother. Clara remembers holidays 

as 'viewing things positive.' Christmas time together was 

good. Tamson felt the same way. Tamson spoke in great 

detail about the traditions and rituals that occurred prior 

to December 25th and how her father and the entire family 

joined together for a fun holiday. Linda agreed that 

holidays and vacations were "good times together." 

Pam brought up the issue of neighborhood families. 

The cover term here is coined 'viewing things as children.' 

Tamson and Pam both saw themselves as being expected to do 

well in school, not talk back, put up with punishment and 

at times put up with abuse. Tamson remembers her father 

spanking with a belt. "He'd sometimes leave stripes on 

your leg." She would be scared about possibly receiving 

punishment and so would lie about certain occurrences. In 

these situations her brother would take the punishment. 

"Daddy would really lay into him, and I felt so bad. I 

think a lot of times he took those licks for me just because 

he knew I wouldn't be able to stand it." 

Pam and Tamson mentioned hating their fathers. 

Linda found herself comparing her family with other friends' 

families. Tamson did some comparing as well. Both Tamson 

and Linda spent most of their time at a best friend's 

house. Linda was amazed when she saw other parents get a 

divorce. She thought, "It must be something that happens 
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only to other people." She was shocked when her own parents 

divorced. 

Pam viewed her upper middle class neighborhood by 

saying "all our neighbors were drunks." Drinking was 

valued according to Pam. Battering of wives and abuse of 

children were widespread but "nobody ever stopped the abuse." 

What Alcoholism Does to Family Members 

"What alcoholism does to family members" (Figure 5, 

pp. 62 and 63) is a domain that all informants mentioned. 

Cover terms include: 'Personality changes' and 'Physical 

changes' of father; what mother or father did 'To the 

children,' or 'To each other' as a result of alcoholism; 

'Personality changes' of mother; Grandparents 'drinking and 

becoming'; and me as a child 'becoming addicted' and 'taking 

care of others.' 

'Personality changes' of father make up the cover 

term for 'depression,' 'drinking more' and 'obsessions.' 

'Personality changes,' for the informants, meant that 

father exhibited certain traits in his overall behavior. 

The way father acted or the way he became. "Personality 

changes" also included the way in which dad thought or how 

he directed his thinking. 

Dad's 'depression' was mentioned by Pam, Tamson, 

Linda and Clara. Tamson and Pam talked about their father 

becoming suicidal. Pam said "after my mother died, my 

father just retreated into himself and his work for five 
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Figure 5• Domain: Nbat alcoholism does to family nsabers 
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Figure 5. (cont.) 
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years." Clara, Linda and Tamson said their father became 

secretive. Clara said, "I sense he may have retreated and 

been depressed with just mom there." When father was 

•drinking more', drunkeness was seen as an unflattering 

characteristic mentioned by Tamson and Linda. Clara and 

Tamson described the characteristics of drinking more as 

negative stuff. Pam and Tamson saw their fathers arguing and 

becoming angry. According to Pam, her father "slammed 

things around and threw things." She said her father was 

abused as a child and had promised that he would never 

touch his kids. "He tried really hard not to touch us, so 

whenever he was explosively angry he would just leave. I 

had to minimize contact with him in order to adapt." She 

described this as a part of his erratic behavior which 

Tamson could also relate to her father. 

Linda describes her father becoming grossly affec

tionate when drinking. Dad would never express love and 

affection or spend time with Linda when he was sober but 

would embarrass her by being overly affectionate when he 

was drunk. Telling inappropriate jokes was another part of 

the "personality change" that Linda saw after her father 

had been 'drinking more.' She relates the story of a 

wedding shower given for herself and her fianci. Her 

future mother-in-law suggested "let's go around the room 

and everyone tell a story about Linda." Linda's father was 

present and had been drinking all through dinner, before 



65 

and after. When it came time for him to tell a story, he 

stood up and related that he had shown a picture of Linda 

to one of his friends at work and the friend commented on 

what large breasts she had and "wasn't that funny?" No one 

laughed. An uncle then said to Linda's father "Sit down. 

Ken." This type of behavior was representative of all of 

the informant's ideas of father acting horribly, disgusting, 

nasty, sloppy, and assuming their "true" personality. 

Tamson commented that her dad stayed out late in bars. 

All informants referred to father being unavailable in some 

respect. Linda brought up the fact that dad would leave 

for 2 weeks at a time. She spent many nights without him 

there. Father becoming sleepy or mellow was mentioned by 

Tamson and Clara. 

'Obsessions' with women, making money and working were 

also brought up by either Pam, Tamson or Linda. 

Two of the informants believed their dads were obsessed 

with not acting drunk and denying there was a problem. 

Clara and Pam never saw their father drunk and didn't come 

to realize that he was an alcoholic until they were in 

their teens. Linda said her dad "tolerated the booze" and 

"never got hangovers" so she also did not think of her 

father as alcoholic until 7th or 8th grade. Until then, 

father was obsessed with denying there was a problem. But 

she remembers he "never drank in moderation" and always had 

beer or bourbon available in the house. 
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Linda and Tamson both saw their fathers as having 

an obsession with what father expected his children to 

become. Tamson remembers her father stressing the importance 

of education and success in educational endeavors. Linda 

remembers her father wanting her to be a doctor instead of 

a nurse. "He was always pushing things on me. His likes 

and ideas should be what everyone likes." 

'Physical changes' encompasses physiological changes 

caused by excessive drinking. Folk terms were offered by 

all informants. Pam told of her father's feet swelling to 

the point of not being able to put his shoes on. Peripheral 

neuropathy resulted in her father being unable to feel his 

feet. This problem as well as liver deterioration, had 

physicians telling Pam's father that he would have to stop 

drinking. Pam said he was very angry about that. Clara's 

father was told the same thing. "He had to stop drinking 

at least once," she said, "Alcohol was killing him." His 

condition grew to the point where he needed to be cared for 

in a nursing home. However, this did not stop her father 

from drinking. "I knew he drank when he was in the nursing 

home, too. He got it somehow. He took walks." Linda also 

mentioned liver deterioration in her father due to his 

drinking. 

All informants smelled alcohol on their father's 

breath at some time. Pam and Tamson equated the excessive 

drinking to becoming addicted. Clara and Linda saw dad go 
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to bed early on many occasions and attributed this to his 

alcoholism. Pam said her dad was "buzzing all the time" 

from drinking. "When the physicians told him he couldn't 

drink anymore, he got hooked on Nyquil. That stuff has 25% 

alcohol in it and he'd drink at least a bottle every night. 

That went on for 3 or 4 years." 

A profound physical change was stated by Clara. Life 

terminated in death because of alcoholism. After the 

nursing home admission and a surgical procedure "for some 

repair on his liver or something," he died. Clara had 

finished one year of college and was 18 years old at the 

time of her father's death. Clara is the only informant 

who felt that she "got some better parts" of her father 

because he was an alcoholic. He retired early, was home 

most of the time, and enjoyed playing with and spending 

time with his children. However, Clara says, "I'd trade 

away some of those better times to still have him here 

now." "It never dawned on me until my dad was 3/4 dead 

that this thing (alcoholism) could actually kill him. But 

it was past the point of no return." 

Because of alcoholism, all informants saw mother 

and/or father displaying certain behaviors in regards 'to 

the children' or 'to each other.' Pam, Clara, Tamson and 

Linda all had folk terms to describe this event. 'Sends 

kids away* included sending them to another state and to 

another school. Terry and Pam were sent to a specific 
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school chosen by their parents to "remove us from a crowd 

of kids my father didn't think we should be with." Clara 

was sent to boarding school as were her other brothers and 

sisters. "The result was that we didn't become as aware of 

the alcoholism as early as we might have if we were home." 

Pam was sent to Grandmother's house on many occasions, 

especially when both her father and mother started traveling 

together for months at a time. Pam saw her parents abandoning 

the kids. Linda was sent to her aunt's house in Tucson and 

she also spent a great deal of time at her friend's house. 

She found out as an adult that her friend's father was an 

alcoholic, too. The informant's saw this temporary housing 

as an effort on their parents part to protect kids or 

sometimes abandon kids. Pam says that her mother abandoned 

the kids for three years while she and Pam's father traveled 

around the world. "Mom always chose dad over us, she never 

backed us up." All informants saw alcoholism effecting 

both parents in regarding 'to each other.' All informants 

except Clara saw parents fight with each other, manipulate 

each other, and for Linda, eventually separate and divorce 

from each other. At five years of age, Linda's parents 

divorced and remarried, and while she was in 8th grade, 

divorced again. "They both got remarried to new partners 

within almost two weeks of each other after that. It was 

always as if they were trying to compete with one another." 
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Certain '"personality" changes' were seen by each 

informant in regards to mother due to dad's alcoholism. 

"My mom really tried," Linda said. "She was always trying 

to gloss things over and make everything seem like it was 

OK." Clara agreed there was an attempt on her mother's 

part to shelter the children from dad's drinking. "We were 

pretty sheltered from my dad being an alcoholic and my mom 

was able to be successful with that because he wasn't the 

kind of alcoholic where I'd come home from school and see 

my father drunk. Mom didn't necessarily have to cover it 

up, but I think she felt like she needed to keep the drinking 

out of the limelight." Linda and Tamson saw their mother 

as being "the pillar type" — strong and sure in spite of 

the situation. In contrast, Linda saw another side of her 

mother where she felt helpless in regards to dad's drinking. 

Linda, in her role of caretaker would have to comfort and 

make excuses for their father's behavior even though they 

had to spend many nights without him. Pam felt mother 

abandoned the children when mom would always choose father 

over them. Dad's drinking also elicited a response from 

mother that caused her to confront dad about his drinking, 

Linda said. Both Tamson, Pam and Linda mentioned that 

mother had a parent who was alcoholic. 

'Grandparents' was linked with the cover term 'drink

ing and becoming,' which pointed to the folk terms abusive 
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alcoholic, violent and angry. Pam described her grand

father as having all of these characteristics. Tamson said 

that her mother's father was an alcoholic who was in and 

out of rehabilitation centers and had similar characteris

tics. Linda said that both grandparents, paternal and 

maternal were alcoholic. Her maternal grandfather was said 

to have a temper that "flared easily." 

'Siblings' think the alcoholic trait is inherited. 

All informants, with the exception of Clara, believed to 

some extent that alcoholism was a familial trait. Pam 

pointed to grandparents, parent, brothers and sisters that 

were addicted to alcohol or drugs. She stated that her 

siblings were either workaholics or chemically dependent. 

"Five out of the six siblings are chemically dependent. 

All the kids abused drugs in high school, and they're all 

compulsive." Tamson listed a number of aunts and uncles 

who she said were alcoholic on her father's side. Two had 

died from complications of alcoholism. Tamson's paternal 

grandfather was alcoholic and she now felt that a younger 

brother and sister were alcoholic. Clara didn't think that 

her brothers or sister were alcoholic but she felt that 

"when my sister drinks she gets very, very nasty. I think 

she tries to curb the drinking. Drinking kind of brings 

out her true personality and she's pretty antagonistic 

inside. She says what she means when she's had too much to 

drink." Linda knew that alcoholism was inherited and 
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although she drank very little herself, she carefully 

monitored her own intake of alcohol and the intake of her 

brother and her husband whose father was an alcoholic. 

All informants felt they and their siblings were 

effected by the drinking their father did as they were 

growing up. "My stomach was often in knots," Pam said. 

"You could always tell when my father came home really 

upset, so the kids would vanish when he was in a bad mood. 

We would check dad's mood often." Pam felt that siblings 

beat up on each other because they couldn't beat up on dad. 

Tamson describes fighting with siblings. 

The cover term 'me as a child' encompasses many 

folk terms expressed by all of the informants. Linda and 

Tamson said they wanted to be like my mother, be the peace

maker. To be a good student was also important to Linda 

and Tamson. "Drunkeness turns me off" was mentioned by 

these two informants as was a need for constant reassurance. 

Pam also felt a need for constant reassurance and said she 

still craves this in her adult life. Linda and Tamson felt 

a need to be perfect when they were children. "The thing 

is," said Linda, "I don't remember my childhood much. When 

friends say, 'oh, I can remember when I was 4,' I just 

can't remember much at all and that makes my really sad." 

Tamson remembers that she was depressed and very rigid as a 

child. "I tried not to think about myself." Both Tamson 

and Linda tried as children not to "rock the boat." Linda 
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said she was raised solely by her mom due to dad's drinking 

and mom would attempt to deny his problem. Tamson felt she 

was also raised solely by her mom "for the majority of the 

time." Pam remarked, as Tamson did, about feeling very 

depressed when she was young. As an adolescent Pam "gave 

up" and became very fat and suicidal. "From the age of 12 

to 16 I thought of suicide every day. I attempted it twice 

by taking a drug overdose when I was 16 and 18. Both 

attempts were after my father and I had a huge fight." 

Linda also said she became fat as a child and 

agreed with Pam that as a child she had become addicted to 

food and chocolate. Tamson could relate to the chocolate 

addiction. To solve Pam's problem as a teenager with 

obesity, her parents sent her to a physician who gave her a 

prescription for "diet pills." "They were speed," Pam said, 

"And I got addicted to it. I was into my 20's before I got 

off that stuff." Pam could see herself eating for all the 

wrong reasons. "It's a constant struggle now. If a boyfriend 

rejects me or lies to me I can down a 1/2 pound of Mr. 

Goodbar or a 1/2 pound of M & M's, real quick." 

Tamson, Linda and Pam all saw themselves 'taking 

care of others' even as young children. Pam said, "I took 

care of the entire family after my mother died. I was the 

'good little girl' who would cook, clean, organize activities, 

babysit, iron, wash clothes, and just be very grown up. I 

would even negotiate finances for plumbing repairs and 
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things like that." Linda agreed to having to do many of 

these activities as a child. She also remembered, "I had 

to take care of my brother." Tamson agreed and added, "I 

had to take care of my sibling's fights." 

What Adults Who Grew UP With Alcoholic Parents Do 

Informants divided the domain "What Adults who Grew 

Up With Alcoholic Parents Do" (Figure 6. pp. 74 and 75) into 

two major categories of 'me' and 'my husband/father of my 

children'. The six cover terms included in this domain 

are: 'do myself,* 'do for/with my own children,' 'notice 

my own children,' 'notice drinking behavior of,' 'learn about 

alcoholism', 'abstain from alcohol.' 

Included in the cover term 'do myself,' Linda saw 

herself as having trouble expressing anger as well as 

having trouble being assertive. Tamson agreed. Linda 

said, "rather than being assertive, I get bossy and aggressive, 

even today." She also found herself having trouble relaxing. 

Pam and Linda both found themselves attending to other's 

feelings. This included their husbands and friends. Pam 

said "I picked men who were emotionally unavailable to me. 

This one guy I lived with was a bad alcoholic but he was a 

needy person so I helped him out. I took care of him." 

Tamson and Linda agreed that in many ways they also "took 

care of my husband." 'Taking care' included: paying his 

loans, getting him jobs, driving him to work and making his 

lunches. Part of 'taking care' for Tamson was to choose a 
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Figure 6. Domain: What adults who grew up with alcoholic parents do 
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Figure 6. (oont.) 
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"lost lamb" so that she indeed could take care of him. 

Tamson chose a man who used drugs, as Pam did. They saw 

these persons as needy individuals who required special 

guidance and attention. At times, Tamson's entire situation 

became so chaotic that she felt unable to handle it. One 

earlier solution was to marry early to get away from many 

of the problems at home but she found even more problems in 

marriage. She married her first husband when she was 19 

years old. "My son was born when I was not quite 21 so 

there were no funds and I had an alcoholic husband. I was 

married five years and divorced, then married my second 

husband. As it turned out, he used drugs — and it turned 

out I worked with him for five years. There was ten years 

of my life, trying to work someone else's problems out." 

Tamson continued, "After I divorced my second husband, I 

met my current husband and we've been married almost 11 

years. I didn't know at the beginning that there was 

turmoil in his life but it was alcohol related. He was not 

raised with any direction." Linda chose a husband whose 

father was alcoholic, Pam chose never to marry. 

Linda said that as an adult who grew up with an 

alcoholic parent, she found herself apologizing a lot and 

feeling very responsible. "I judge myself a great deal," 

she said. Pam said that as an adult she realized she had 

only one life and wanted to make better choices for herself. 

Pam said, "In the last year I've started playing racquetball, 
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not drinking for a couple of days at a time, and really 

wanting to get healthy again." 

All informants, except Linda who hasn't any children, 

included themselves under the cover term "do for/with my 

children.' Pam, Tamson, and Clara had become a single 

parent at some time in their adult life. Clara and Tamson 

became single parents after their divorces though neither 

of them remained single. Pam has never married and was 

unattached when her daughter was born. Again, she men

tioned her poor choices of men but now added, "I'm in the 

drivers seat." For Tamson, part of 'doing for/with my own 

children' included choosing a mate who "wanted to help 

raise my son." Her third husband had three children of his 

own and Tamson's son made four. "I was taught that there 

were definite things you do step by step with raising 

children." Important lessons to be taught were: teach good 

health habits, give them direction, and protect them. 

Unfortunately, Tamson felt that as the children were growing 

up in their earlier years that they "had no direction at 

all." "My present husband was in Vietnam and his wife 

abandoned the kids when they were real young. A lot of 

damage had already been done and the kids didn't have any 

direction." "It's been an uphill climb all the way." 

Tamson felt that there had been so much turmoil that things 

were not in good order. "The kids are suffering. I have a 

stepson in jail and one that's left home. My own son is 
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away from home, moved out, and the youngest is as belligerent 

as she can be at the age of 13 and very hard to manage." 

Tamson had found, "It's a very hard situation to live with. 

My husband and I have a true affection for each other or we 

wouldn't have made it." Tamson sometimes gets very angry 

and looses control with the children. She described this 

as grabbing ahold of them, slapping them, spanking them 

with a belt, screaming and hollering at them, fighting with 

them, and using father as a threat. Pam also felt a loss 

of control with her daughter at times. "I have pent up 

rage," she said, "I don't believe in spankings but I warn 

my daughter to stay away from me when I'm really mad." 

Clara, Pam and Tamson all 'notice their own children' 

manipulating them at times. "They manipulate both of us," 

Tamson said referring to she and her husband. Tamson also 

noticed that her children steal from her, tell her to "go 

to hell," and become "party animals." She described the 

latter folk term as a person who drinks heavily and "would 

rather 'party' riight after night than be home with the 

family." Tamson sensed that her step-children felt that 

promises were broken and had learned to be judgmental. Pam 

and Clara thought that their children were judgmental to 

some degree as well. Pam said her daughter "lectured me." 

Lectures included Pam eating too much, smoking too much, 

drinking too much. 
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Linda labeled the cover term 'notice drinking 

behavior of' and originated all folk terms. These include 

myself, my husband, my brother and my friend. "I'm paranoid 

about drinking," she said. "I watch others because my dad-

was an alcoholic. I watch myself sometimes because I 

wonder why am I drinking? Is it because I'm angry or 

something?" Pam says as an adult she's become sensitized 

to her own drinking behavior so she watches others, too. 

Clara watches her sister because of her nasty disposition 

after she drinks alcohol. Tamson also notices the drinking 

behavior of others. Linda also devised the cover term 

'learn about alcoholism.' "I learned it's hereditary," she 

said. All informants agreed with this concept, except 

Clara. Linda said that alcoholism develops gradually and 

is not noticed until it's a big problem. Clara agreed with 

this idea. 

'Abstain from alcohol' was another cover term in 

this domain. Folk terms included: because I get sick 

easily, because the taste is bad, because father was an 

alcoholic. All informants mentioned at least one of the 

folk terms. For Pam, abstaining was something to do for a 

"couple of days" between drinks because "I don't feel like 

drinking." She explained that she still drinks one or two 

beers a day on the average, about five days out of the week. 

'My husband/father of my children' completes this 

domain. The cover term was written this way to include all 

informants, married and unmarried. Pam had one child but 
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does not have a husband and has never married. The remaining 

three informants are married. Pam offered many of the folk 

terms in this category. It was stated in a positive manner 

when she said the father of her child "leaves me alone." 

She went on to say that this man was emotionally unavailable, 

totally dysfunctional, and exactly like her father. "I 

used to deny that he was anything like my father but I saw 

after awhile that he was exactly like him. He never gave 

kisses or hugs to our daughter and was emotionally unavailable 

to her. History repeats itself." 

Linda's husband, who's father was also an alcoholic, 

felt "super responsible" as Linda did. "My husband is also 

a 'people pleaser.' He tries to make everyone happy and 

doesn't want to hurt anyone. He has trouble expressing 

anger, too." Tamson mentioned that her husband has a hard 

time dealing with discipline, so Tamson felt that as the 

children grew up, "they had no direction at all." 

What Parents Did to Manage the Alcohol Problem 

Each of the informants contributed to the domain: 

What parents did to manage the alcohol problem (Figure 7, 

p. 81). Informants divided 'parents' into two areas: 

'Fathers' and 'mothers'. The majority of responses fell 

under 'fathers.' The first cover term 'hide the alcohol* 

describes a way to cover up the evidence. Tamson, Linda 

and Clara mentioned their fathers stashing alcohol around 

in such places as the bushes, in the tack shed, under the 
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Figure 7. Domain: What parents did to manage the alcohol problem 
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car seat, or in the liquor cabinet. Clara said, "It was 

never really out in the open that my father was an alcoholic, 

but when you get to be about 15 or 16 and find a bottle of 

vodka under the bushes, or you're saddling your horse and 

back in the corner you find a bottle of vodka, I just 

knew." Adding water to hard liquor after drinking it, was 

another way to 'hide the alcohol*. Never letting people 

see you drunk was also a way to hide the alcohol intake. 

Lying about the alcohol was mentioned by Linda, Pam, Clara 

and Tamson. Pam felt her father had lied after being 

confronted with his excessive intake of Nyquil. He said, 

"You mean there's really alcohol in this stuff?" Linda 

heard her father lie about the amount of alcohol he had 

drunk at social and family functions. 

There were occasions when fathers would fit under the 

cover term 'don't drink* alcohol. Linda talked about her 

father going to AA or going to counseling to get help with 

his drinking problem. She remembers him going through 

counseling when she was six or seven. 

A way for father to 'control the drinking of alcohol' 

was considered by all informants. Linda said her father 

would go "on the wagon," meaning he would try to go without 

alcohol for a period of time. Linda states that for the 

past three years her father has gone without alcohol but 

"still has the same manipulative behaviors." Clara and 

Linda saw their fathers not letting alcohol effect their 
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work. Clara said, "My dad didn't have to work much because 

of his economic situation. But he was always cheerful and 

in a good mood because he had very few demands on his 

life." Drinking did not seem to interfere with Linda's 

father's work. Her father, and Clara's did not get hangovers, 

which seemed to be a sort of control. "The only way I knew 

that my father was drunk was that he would drink some raw 

eggs and go to bed early." Clara and Pam never really saw 

their fathers drunk. Drinking in moderation in public was 

another way Clara's father would try to 'control the drinking 

of alcohol* as well as use self control and use willpower. 

Linda said she remembers her father "wanting to show mom 

that he could stop." Father trying to curb the drinking 

was noted by Linda, Clara and Tamson. Linda also remembered 

her father pushing alcohol on others. "He would fix them 

really stiff drinks and push them to drink." All informants 

verbalized in some way that their father denied he had a 

problem with alcohol. Linda said, "It wasn't just dad who 

denied there was a problem, the whole family denied it." 

Clara thought that the denial of her father's alcoholism 

stemmed in part from a lack of education and knowledge 

about alcoholism. She said, "For me and my family, it was 

easier not knowing." 

The final cover term under 'fathers' reads 'abuse 

alcohol.' All informants had some input into this cate

gory. Linda spoke of her father as getting sick often and 
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never drinking in moderation. Tamson agreed that her 

father never drank in moderation. The problem of abusing 

alcohol was ignored by their fathers. Both women said dad 

always had beer available. As Pam put it, he was "always 

buzzing." Clara said her dad only drank beer in the house 

and stronger liquor outside the house "where we didn't 

notice." For Linda, 'abusing alcohol' meant father would 

pass out at night instead of falling asleep naturally. 

The final cover term in the domain: What family 

members did to manage the alcohol problem, was 'mothers'. 

There were various components of meaning which included: 

dump alcohol out, confront dad with the alcohol problem, 

argue about alcohol, deal with the problem, and separate/ 

divorce. Only Linda experienced the separation and divorce 

of her parents. All informants saw their mothers dealing 

with the alcohol problem in various ways. Tamson saw her 

mother and father argue about alcohol, as did Linda, and 

saw mother confront dad with the alcohol problem. On 

occasion, Tamson said mother would dump alcohol out as a 

way to keep father from drinking. 

Kinds of Feelings 

The domain: "Kinds of feelings," (Figure 8, p. 85) 

was divided into three cover terms including 'toward father,' 

'about myself,' and 'about something I want.' The cover 

terms were divided still further into 'positive* and 'negative* 

areas. Kinds of feelings 'toward father' that Linda felt 
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Figure 8. Domain: Kinds of feelings 
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were positive included a feeling that she could be more 

honest and open with him now. She felt more emotional 

'toward father.' "Since I've been through counseling I can 

tell him my feelings." Tamson also felt loving and emotional 

'toward father' but on the 'negative' side, she had definite 

feelings of antagonism and anger toward him. Linda shared 

these feelings and said she felt especially angry when she 

didn't have control in certain situations or when she felt 

helpless. There were times, the said, when she never got 

to say "this stinks." Many times she was fearful to express 

her feelings. Pam's negative feelings 'toward father' was 

that she "hated his guts." She lost respect for him as 

Linda and Tamson did for their fathers. 

The cover term 'about myself' had many more folk terms 

under the 'negative* category than the 'positive* one. Pam 

offered several of these 'negative' terms including: I'm 

alcoholic, I'm a compulsive overeater, I'm chemically 

dependent, I have pent up rage, I have low self esteem, I 

have low self confidence, I struggle to be who I want to 

be. Pam talked about her chemical dependence in reference 

to alcohol and amphetamines. "I drink inappropriately," 

she said. "I could retreat with alcohol if something 

really bad happened to me; if my daughter were killed, or 

something like that." Linda could relate to Pam's feeling 

of having pent up rage, struggling to be who she wants to 

be, and having difficulty expressing her feelings. Tamson 
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and Linda both agreed on feeling emotionally confused and 

mentally confused. "I can remember my parents arguing 

about my dad's drinking," Tamson said, "but I don't remember 

feeling ... I pushed that so far back. Sometimes I think 

I don't have feelings. I don't know why I feel what I 

feel, or why I respond the way I do. I've reached bottom. 

Sometimes I just want to be left alone." 

Clara gave a 'positive' response to a kind of feeling 

that she experienced. She had a sense of pride in her 

family. "I always knew I was loved by my parents, never 

doubted it. From my perspective my parents had a good 

marriage. My mother always said that my father had so many 

fantastic qualities that alcoholism was just a little 

negative thing about him." Linda and Tamson saw something 

positive in themselves by realizing they are learning what 

feelings are. Tamson said, "I think I know what feelings 

are now." 

The final cover term 'about something I want' had 

input from all informants. Tamson spoke of gaining her 

father's approval and not disappointing him. "I always 

wanted my father's approval," she said. "I worked my 

hardest and the stress came out when I was in about the 

seventh grade. I actually had fainting spells. If I got a 

B it would upset me to the point where I would hyperven

tilate and just pass out. I just could not accept disap

pointing him." Tamson also remembered forgetting the bad 
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things. "It wasn't until later, I guess, that I really 

realized that dad drank heavily. I try to remember as many 

good things as I could and try to forget the bad things." 

Pam is sometimes able to forget the bad things "depending 

on what's going on with him and the rest of the family." 

Working someone else's problems out was communicated 

by Pam, Tamson and Linda. Their sense of taking care of 

others contributed to a feeling 'about something I want' to 

do. An important want that Tamson expressed was to be able 

to say what I need. "Before I was older I don't think I 

would have expressed my needs. My third husband and I 

agreed that we would raise our children and I wanted to 

provide spiritual guidance for them." Tamson added that 

"having someone stable was important." Both Tamson and Pam 

talked 'about something I want' as wanting to be healthy. 

Pam gave a list of behaviors that she was attempting to 

accomplish. Being involved in therapy, several months ago, 

was one behavior. Her most recent visit was Fall 1987. "I 

learned to be more flexible and accepting of myself." 

Psychiatrists and psychologists Pam saw in high school and 

college were not helpful. 

Kinds of Things That Children Learn From Community Services 
To Help an Alcoholic 

Each of the informants verbalized folk terms that fit 

into the domain that described "Kinds of things that children 
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learn from community services to help an alcoholic" (Figure 

9# p. 90). Two cover terms that emerged were: counseling 

services, and supportive services. These were divided 

further into 'positive aspects' and 'negative aspects.' 

Linda, Pamr Clara and Tamson all shared that they 

at one time had gotten professional help for themselves. 

Because of professional counseling, Linda and Tamson said 

that they had a better understanding of honest feelings in 

themselves. Linda said she now had the ability to confront 

manipulative behavior in her father. She stated that even 

though her father had not drunk alcohol for three years, 

his manipulative behavior remained unchanged. Because of 

the counseling she had received, there was an ability to be 

confrontive about certain behaviors her father exhibited. 

Pam found that she was able to be confrontive and to disengage 

emotionally from her father. She moved to Arizona to get 

away from her father's control. "Most of the kids are 

still back east and dad still runs their lives. I had to 

get away from that." Her more recent therapy taught her 

"to laugh at my neuroses and accept myself." Pam stressed 

how important it was to get counseling for yourself and help 

yourself. "Bow out of that scene," she said, "quit bailing 

him out and stop making excuses for him. Tell him 'I don't 

deserve this.' Call him on his behavior, don't take all 

his excuses. The healthiest thing I've ever done is to 

tell my father 'you're not welcome here. It's my home. I 
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Figure 9. Domain: Kinds of things that children learn from community services 

to help an alcoholic 
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have a peaceful home that I really try to keep that way and 

I don't want you here.'" Pam continued, "It's looking at 

people for who they really are. If this man were not my 

father, would I want a person like that in my life? No, 

and so I've disengaged." 

The negative aspects of 'counseling services' was 

verbalized by Tamson. She felt that counseling was ideal 

but not practical. She cited an instance when her step

children were attending a Catholic school and were having 

behavioral problems at home. "I talked to the teachers to 

get a counselor set up, but because their mother and grand

parents did not approve, they would not allow these kids to 

get help. You're not crazy, it's Tamson that's crazy." 

She felt that for the most part, it was easier not to go to 

counseling and that counseling works only 1/2 and 1/2. She 

said, "I told myself after the incestual incident 'just 

stay away, he's okay.' Counseling didn't do that for me." 

Tamson, Linda and Pam all felt that counseling can't make 

the alcoholic get better. 

'Supportive services' was defined by Pam as a way to 

help an alcoholic when they are sick or once the alcoholism 

has become advanced. 'Positive aspects* of this were seen 

by Clara as the alcoholic having nursing home care, having 

hospitalization, and having a nurse around the clock. 

Clara said, "I think it was an opportunity for my mom to 

get away from him. While he was there he required a lot of 
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care." A 'positive aspect' was also seen as recognizing 

the inability to deal with the alcoholic at home. Other 

'positive aspects* were mentioned by Linda and included her 

father attending Alcoholics Anonymous•(AA) and Adult Children 

of Alcoholics (ACOA) meetings. "My dad became involved 

with AA and ACOA. After he stopped drinking I got a lot of 

attention from dad and everything came to a head. I didn't 

know how to handle the attention. That's when 1. got into 

counseling." In her counseling during July 1987, Linda 

learned how angry she was with her dad and how much respect 

she had lost for him. Linda had also discovered how AA and 

ACOA could help her father quit drinking on his own. Pam 

felt that the most important things that she had learned 

that would help an alcoholic was to make them responsible 

and make them aware of their excuses, their behavior. 

Clara agreed that these were 'positive aspects' of supportive 

services in helping the alcoholic. Clara saw 'negative 

aspects' of supportive services when the alcoholic makes it 

seem as if you are the crazy one. "He wasn't always rational, 

but he was extremely intelligent and we never could have 

him committed because he was so smart. He could make you 

look like the biggest jerk." 

Good Happenings With an Alcoholic Parent 

The final domain: "Good happenings with an alcoholic 

parent" (Figure 10, p. 93), consisted of five main cover 



Figure 10. Domain: Good happenings with an alcoholic parent 

As a child 

Brother and I were verv close 

As a child 

More aware of mother as a human beine 

As a child 

More resDonsible for the home 

As a child 
A fun family 

dinner 

Spontaneous As a child 
A fun family 

dinner 

Dancing 
As a child 

A fun family 

dinner Singing 

As a child 
A fun family 

dinner 
Playing guitar 

As a child 
A fun family 

dinner 

BBO 

During 

holidays 

Special times 

During 

holidays 

Mother made it special 

During 

holidays 

Traditional 

Cookies 

During 

holidays 

Traditional Decorating During 

holidays 

Traditional 
Dad put up the tree 

During 

holidays 
Feel like a kid 

During 

holidays 

Block the excessive drinking 

During 

holidays 

Drinking became the norm 

During 

camping 

Each kid had a job 

Plan meals 

During 

camping 

Each kid had a job Roll sleeping bags 

During 

camping 

Each kid had a job 
Sweep tent 

During 

camping 

Trips well planned bv dad During 

camping 
Travel through 

many countries 

Austria 
During 

camping 
Travel through 

many countries 

Italy 

During 

camping 
Travel through 

many countries Rome 

During 

camping 
Travel through 

many countries 
Switzerland 

During 

camping 
Travel through 

many countries 

Germanv 

During 

camping 

See what we could 

During 

camping 

On a budget 

During 

school 

Dad left me alone 

During 

school 

Involve mvself in activities During 

school Parents education oriented 
During 

school 
Parents supportive 

During 

school 

Dad supports relationships 

Today 

Honest with dad about the past 

Today 

Talk about my feelings with dad 

Today 

Make UD my own mind 

Today 

Dad more accepting 

Today Good attitude about dad Today 
Able to talk to sister about the incest 

Today 

Know what unacceptable behavior is 

Today 

Understand how mom feels re: incest 

Today 

I drink very seldom 



94 

terms. These cover terms: as a child, during holidays, 

during camping, during school, and today, originated with 

Tamson. A number of folk terms were agreed upon by the 

other informants. Tamson and Linda both agreed that "brother 

and I were very close" because of the circumstances at 

home. Some informants felt more aware of their mother as a 

human being. Tamson remembers "my mom asked me to do 

something when I was in third grade and I said 'no1. She 

broke down and cried and I knew that she was human." Pam, 

Linda and Tamson all felt more responsible for the home. 

Responsibilities ranged from chores around the house to being 

responsible for younger brothers or sisters in the home. 

As a child Tamson remembered 'a fun family dinner' as being 

a good happening. "It was spontaneous," she said, "with 

dancing, and singing, and playing guitars. There was a big 

BBQ." 

'During holidays* was a special time for most of the 

informants. Mother made it special for Tamson and Clara. 

Pam thought holidays were too chaotic and unpredictable. 

Linda thought of holidays as "bittersweet". It was nice to 

have him there but then he would drink too much alcohol. 

Traditional occurrences in Tamson's family were 

cookies, decorating, and dad putting up the tree. "I feel 

like a kid," Tamson said. Linda agreed with the positive 

feeling of decorating the tree with dad. Later during the 

day, Tamson remarked that drinking became immoderate but 
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she was able to "block the excessive drinking." "Drinking 

because the norm," she said, "so it didn't bother me." 

Tamson had fond memories about good happenings 'during 

camping1. She described how 'each kid had a job' and had 

to plan meals, roll sleeping bags, or sweep tents. Trips 

were well planned by dad as they 'traveled through many 

countries' including Austria, Italy, Rome, Switzerland, and 

Germany. "We just wanted to see what we could," Tamson 

said, "we were always on a budget but the trips were well 

planned." Linda said camping trips were positive for her 

because she received attention from dad. "He would teach 

me how to fish." 

'During school' was cited by Tamson and Clara as being 

a good happening. Tamson would involve herself in activi

ties and school was seen as an opportunity where "dad left 

me alone." All informants' parents were educationally 

oriented and supportive. Both of Linda's parents were 

college educated and supported Linda in her education. 

Pam's parents both had higher degrees and wanted college 

educations for their children. Tamson said that her father 

supported her relationships with friends and a boyfriend 

while she was at school. 

'Today' all informants talked to some degree about 

good happenings with an alcoholic parent. Tamson and Linda 

felt they could be honest with their father about the past. 

Pam agreed with Linda and Tamson that she could now talk 
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about her feelings with dad. All informants felt that 

'today' they were able to make up their own minds. Tamson 

said, "I tell my dad 'thank you' for your advice, now I 

will make up my own mind. Dad accepts this now instead of 

ranting and raving." Linda saw her father as being more 

accepting of her decisions now, too. 

'Today', all informants felt they had a good attitude 

about dad to some degree. Linda still has trouble trusting 

and respecting her father. She has a better relationship 

with him now since she's been through counseling, but she 

felt she would always maintain "some distance" between 

them. Clara holds fond memories of her father as he was 

before his death. The remaining informants feel better 

about the way they are able to communicate with father and 

express their feelings. Tamson said that she is now able 

to talk to her sister about the incest which has helped her 

to deal with the incident. For Tamson, Pam and Linda, they 

now know what unacceptable behavior is. Tamson can now 

relate to how her mother felt in regards to the incest. 

"I talked about it with her and I know that she's an intel

ligent person and she rationalized around it." Linda 

thought that she also had a better feeling about how her 

mother felt about her father's drinking. 

Clara, Linda and Tamson all expressed how they drink 

very seldom 'today * and saw this as a positive outcome of 

their situation. At one point Tamson said she "tried to 
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drink her problems away" but it wasn't successful. "I got 

sick," she said, "alcohol gave me a terrific headache." 

Since then she has been advised not to drink for medical 

reasons. Linda drinks very little because she is very 

conscious of the fact that alcoholism is hereditary. Clara 

said that she was "the only one in the family that really 

doesn't drink at all." She said, "I think it's just because 

I don't like the taste of it." 

Cultural Themes 

The concept of cultural themes was first introduced by 

Opler (1945) to describe general features of a culture. 

Cultural themes are recurrent principles that consist of a 

system of meaning that is integrated into some kind of 

larger pattern (Spradley, 1979 and Opler, 1945). Cultural 

themes, therefore, are elements in the cognitive map which 

make up a culture; a number of symbols linked into meaning

ful relationships (Spradley, 1979). 

There were four cultural themes that emerged from the 

domains of meaning which depict the researcher's under

standing of the informants' expressed perceptions. These 

cultural themes which link the various subsystems express 

what it is to be an adult child of an alcoholic. The 

themes are: 

1) A lot of negative things happen when you have an 

alcoholic father 

2) There are ways to take care of an alcoholic 
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3) You learn to live with secrecy 

4) We sometimes make the same mistakes but we try 

not to. 

A Lot of Negative Things Happen When You Have An Alcoholic 
Father 

During the first interviews, it immediately became 

apparent that all informants believed there were many 

negative occurrences associated with having an alcoholic 

father. The informants, though backgrounds and situations 

varied, shared to some degree the feeling of experiencing 

negativity. All domains, with the exception of one, bore 

this out. The domain that did not illustrate this concept 

was "Good happenings with an alcoholic parent." After 

interviewing informants for several months and collecting 

an abundant amount of data, it was evident that the negative 

side of the picture had been given. To discover if a 

significant positive side existed, the question was posed, 

"What good things came from having an alcoholic parent?" 

The final domain (Figure 9, p. 93) was then formulated. 

While informants discussed "Good happenings with an alcoholic 

parent," one informant commented that going away to school 

was a positive happening because "Dad left me alone." 

Tamson said that she was now able to talk about incest. It 

was good that she was now able to do this, but the incest 

itself was certainly a negative experience for her. 

The remaining domains illustrate the example of how 

most informants focused on the attributes of father. Dad's 
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behavior may have been seen as something he could not 

control. There may or may not have been an erosion of 

trust on the informants' part, but the many characteristics 

described by all participants were seen primarily as negative. 

It seemed that at some point in their life, usually 

the teenage years, informants came to the realization that 

dad was an alcoholic. Their opinion and viewpoint today 

reflects their feelings of dad's alcoholism, past and 

present. Most of the informants interjected ideas concern

ing dad's behavior as acting horrible, drunken, or "just 

negative stuff." They saw mom and dad being involved in 

the alcoholism by arguing about alcohol, confronting each 

other or getting separated or divorced. Outside services 

that could possibly lend assistance and support to the 

informants and their families were often seen as being 

effective only half the time and not being able to make the 

alcoholic change. As Clara put it, "it's difficult to get 

the alcoholic into treatment when he makes it seem as if 

vou are the crazy one." 

There Are Ways To Take Care of an Alcoholic 

The domains "Attributes of family life," "What alcoholism 

does to family members," and "Kinds of things that children 

learn from community services to help an alcoholic," demon

strate that there are implied and direct ways to take care 

of the alcoholic. Helping the alcoholic may be children 

making a special effort to do all their chores as instructed 
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so as not to upset dad or cause more friction in the home. 

In an indirect way to taking care of dad, mom tried not to 

"rock the boat" or disturb him. More directly, Tamson said 

that mom "picked up dad from the bar" or took care of dad's 

drinking by dumping the alcohol out. Taking care of an 

alcoholic also meant to most of the informants that "you 

work their problems out." 

An overt way of taking care of an alcoholic was 

addressed by all informants when they discussed counseling 

and supportive services for him. Nursing home and hospitaliza

tion was mentioned by Clara. Others thought that helping 

an alcoholic meant helping themselves first. Getting 

professional help for yourself was especially stressed by 

Pam. Pam learned to disengage emotionally from her father 

and in doing so, felt that she was doing both of them a favor. 

You Learn To Live With Secrecy 

Learning to live with secrecy was implied both 

implicitly and explicitly by all informants. The comparison 

of the domains "Characteristics of 'Dad'," "What alcoholism 

does to family members," "What parents did to manage the 

alcohol problem," and "Kinds of feelings," strongly suggests 

the notion that all members of the family were involved to 

some degree with the secrecy surrounding dad's alcoholism. 

The domains illustrate that while the informants, and other 

family members, were aware of dad's drinking problem, they 
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felt compelled to cover up the evidence from outsiders and, 

for a time, from themselves. 

Pam described how her father was a prominent lawyer, a 

genius. "The public thought he was so wonderful," she 

said, but she knew better. On the surface, others saw 

Tamson's father as an officer in the military. Tamson saw 

dad as emotionally abusive. Linda found herself "having to 

pretend that everything's ok." Being superficial and 

"trying to keep the peace" meant that Linda kept her true 

feelings to herself. She was fearful to express her feelings 

so felt it was safer not to. 

Father became more secretive as he became more depressed. 

Many of the informants said their dad denied there was a 

problem with alcohol. Father's alcoholism at home was 

concealed by "sending kids away" to school or to a friend's 

or relative's house. Parents trying to "protect kids," was 

mentioned by most informants. 

A term implying secrecy on mother's part was inter

jected by Linda when she said, "mother glosses things 

over." Tamson and Clara's moms kept the drinking out of 

the limelight or made excuses for him. 

Father explicitly became secretive as he stashed 

alcohol around, lied about alcohol, and never let the 

public see him drunk. "Dad made sure he drank in modera

tion in public and denied there was a problem and I never 
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never said anything," said one informant. Secretiveness was, 

therefore, perpetuated in family members. 

All informants verbalized that they did not come to 

the realization that dad was an alcoholic until their early 

teens. One may have noticed excessive drinking at an 

earlier age but did not label it as "alcoholism" until 

later. The denial of family members, for most informants, 

and a lack of understanding in regards to their own feelings, 

brought informants to the eventual desire to have a greater 

understanding of themselves and of the relationship with 

their father. The tendency for two of the informants to 

deal with their feelings about remembrances of family life 

and the secrecy surrounding it, may have exhibited itself 

in viewing the family in terms of absolutes. Terms expressed 

were cut and dry, hot or cold, wrong or right. 

We Sometimes Make the Same Mistakes But We Try Not To 

The comparison of the domains "What alcoholism does 

to family members," "What adults who grew up with alcoholic 

parent do," "Kinds of feelings," "Kinds of things that 

children learn from community services to help an alcoholic," 

and "Good happenings with an alcoholic parent," strongly 

suggest the notion that adult children of alcoholics sometimes 

make the same mistakes their alcoholic and non-alcoholic 

parents did, but they try not to. To illustrate this 

point, it is noted that two informants were either married 

or involved with men who were alcoholic or used other types 
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of drugs. The husbands of two other informants had parents 

that were alcoholic. Pam found herself choosing men that 

were emotionally unavailable, "exactly like my father." 

There was also some repetition in the way that informants-

dealt with their own children. More than one found herself 

"losing control with the kids," screaming and hollering, 

slapping, spanking with a belt, or fighting with them; 

similar situations that the informants had described in 

their own childhood. 

Informants also saw themselves "taking care of" 

their husbands, which reflected some of their own mother's 

behavior. Terms included paying his loans, getting him 

jobs, feeling very responsible. 

Three of the informants saw alcoholism as an inherited 

trait. Most of them believed that they are now, or had 

previously been, chemically dependent. This was described 

as being addicted to substances such as amphetamines, 

chocolate, food and alcohol. Pam described herself as a 

"compulsive overeater" who as a teenager had gotten "really 

fat." 

Each informant expressed in some way their life 

today in reference to their childhood experiences with an 

alcoholic parent. All informants had sought the expertise 

of a professional counselor at some point in their adult 

life or earlier. Three of the four informants talked about 

the importance of getting professional help to deal with 
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the "pent up anger" and hurts from the past. Linda talked 

about the lack of trust she felt for her dad until she went 

through counseling. "I can be more honest and open now," 

she said. Pam is now able to "stop making excuses for 

him." Most of the informants could not express a positive 

regard for their father but it may depend upon the current 

situation in the family. Pam said, "my attitude depends on 

what dad's up to. He's still disappointing me and I'm 

angry about that." 

Abstaining from alcohol was a way to not make the 

same past mistakes. Three of the four informants drank 

very little alcohol while the fourth abstained for a few 

days between drinking moderately. Folk terms that described 

reasons why they abstained were: I get sick easily, the 

taste is bad, because father was an alcoholic. 

Summary 

The data presented described the four informants 

and their view of living with an alcoholic parent. The 

eight domains of meaning that emerged from the ethnographic 

data were: "Characteristics of 'Dad'"; "Remembrances of 

family life"; "What alcoholism does to family members"; 

"What adults who grew up with alcoholic parents do"; "What 

parents did to manage the alcohol problem"; "Kinds of 

feelings"; "Kinds of things that children learn from community 

services to help an alcoholic"; and "Good happenings with 

an alcoholic parent." The presentation of interview data 
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included a detailed narrative describing the eight domains 

of meaning that emerged from the interviews. Variations in 

agreement among informants was discussed. Four cultural 

themes were identified from analysis of data that describe 

what it means to be an adult child of an alcoholic. These 

were: "A lot of negative things happen when you have an 

alcoholic father"; "There are ways to take care of an 

alcoholic"; "You learn to live with secrecy"; and "We 

sometimes make the same mistakes but we try not to." 



CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

The discussion of this study is ordered according 

to the following sections: the data and the conceptual ori

entation, the data and previous research, recommendations for 

nursing practice, and recommendations for further research. 

The Data and the Conceptual Orientation 

The research design was to answer the question: 

what patterning in cultural knowledge can be identified 

through adult remembrances of childhood experiences with an 

alcoholic parent? The conceptual orientation for the study 

focuses on the constructs, culture and development. Concepts 

to be specifically addressed here are: remembrances of the 

adult child of an alcoholic parent, and cognitive development 

in a noncontingent environment. The data of this study 

supports a connection between these two concepts. 

Remembrances of the Adult Child of An Alcoholic Parent 

The idea that children in a particular society are 

taught to observe the world in a certain way (Spradley, 

1972), is strengthened by this study's data. The similarities 

and agreement between informants as they remembered their 

past and related it to their current situation was relevant. 

106 
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Informants shared a common view of conceptualization of 

their childhood. The subtle or overt pressure used by 

certain cultures to learn a culture's definition of a 

situation (Spradley, 1972) was supported. Statements such 

as not realizing dad was an alcoholic, his drinking was 

kept out of the limelight, and feeling very responsible, 

were voiced by the majority of informants. These statements 

seemed to exemplify informants' similar assessments of 

their cultural belief system. 

Goodman's (1970) theory of the culture of childhood 

is complemented by the findings of this study. Goodman 

states that as with any culture, the culture of childhood 

is learned, shared and transmitted from generation to 

generation of children. But, rather than a single matter of 

"transmission", the process is one that is more of a regen

eration of each individual's own attitudes out of the 

personal, social, and cultural materials which are uniquely 

their own (Goodman, 1952). The informants for this study 

exhibited a keen awareness of environmental factors and a 

regeneration of information learned from the world around 

them, even at a very young age as Goodman (1970) suggests. 

For example, each expressed in their own way a need to try 

and not "rock the boat." By attempting to interpret dad's 

mood, they would "flee the scene" if they thought his mood 

was foul. The regeneration of informants' attitudes based 

on earlier social and cultural surroundings, is also evident 
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in their choices for future direction. The majority of 

informants drink very little alcohol. One reason being "my 

dad was an alcoholic," and "I know alcoholism is inherited." 

The influence of the alcoholic parent during childhood was 

manifested in another capacity by informants becoming addicts 

themselves during adult life. A number of substances were 

abused such as chocolate, amphetamines, food, and alcohol. 

The idea of a culture of childhood and adult remem

brances of the events surrounding it, supports Spradley's 

(1972) view of society encouraging the growing child to 

learn specific societal definitions of different situations. 

In placing each of the informants on a continuum, it is noted 

that personal circumstances varied with each informant, 

though responses were generally the same. Clara may be 

viewed at one end of the continuum. She was the only 

informant who viewed her father in primarily a positive 

way. "I thought he was a good person in spite of his 

alcoholism." Though she felt she and her father had a good 

relationship, the negative aspects of his drinking came 

through in her communications and merged with what the 

other respondents recalled. Hiding bottles, dumping out 

liquor, and noticing how dad hid his alcoholism from the 

public were some commonalities. 

All informants had learned a theory of their world 

in which their own beliefs and behaviors were organized. 

The general cultural beliefs of negativity, taking care of 
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the alcoholic, secrecy, and making similar mistakes as the 

alcoholic, are presented in the cultural themes. 

Cognitive Development in a Noncontingent Environment 

Probably the most realized and unified theory of 

cognitive development is Jean Piaget's (1975} work with 

children. His theory is complemented by the findings of 

this study. Piaget believed that all childhood experiences 

are found in later more complex thoughts. The adult is 

able to reflect upon past experiences, analyze these ex

periences, and arrive at some theory based upon what has 

occurred. The informants of this study have followed suit. 

In looking at the past, they are able to remember their 

childhood experiences and integrate those into present day 

thought and action. The cultural theme "A lot of negative 

things happen when you have an alcoholic father" illustrates 

the early remembrances rooted in more complex thought in adult 

life. The informants "doing well in school," and "doing all 

my chores," and "getting along with my brother" were discussed 

in the context of "I didn't want to rock the boat and upset 

dad." In the cultural theme "We sometimes make the same 

mistakes but we try not to," indicates more complex adult 

thought processes when one informant said "The guy I was 

going with was emotionally unavailable. At first I thought 

'he's nothing like my father,' but later I knew that he was 

exactly like him." The decision for most informants to 

drink very little alcohol as an adult or to "check up" on 
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others who do, is a decision based on their earlier experi

ences. The internalized controls to not drink alcohol 

become a matter of what has been learned and remembered as 

a child (Goodman, 1970). Goodman . (1970) also states that 

children deal with their world in conceptual terms and use 

intellectual tools to organize the environment and attack 

the problem. This was evident in many examples the informants 

discussed. The cultural theme "There are ways to take care 

of an alcoholic" illustrates this point. 

According to Breznitz (1983), a way of reacting to 

tension and stress is through denial. Denial is seen as a 

defense mechanism used by a person to protect themselves from 

painful or frightening information related to some external 

reality. Most informants verbalized the denial of their 

father's alcoholism lasting through many years of their 

lives. One informant said, "It wasn't just that I. denied 

the problem, the whole family denied it." The cultural 

theme "You learn to live with secrecy" seems also to be a 

form of denial. By ignoring the problem and pretending to 

neighbors and friends that all is well, informants denied 

the truth to others and to themselves. As Linda stated, "I 

was fearful of expressing my feelings so I never got to say 

•this stinks.' We pretended everything was OK." Another 

informant felt that she did not have any feelings at all. 

Some behaviors of the alcoholic parent seem to be 

noncontingent. There were many situations where the informants 
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did not know what to expect from their fathers. Informants' 

words included "broken promises," "embarrassed me and mom," 

"had a trigger temper," and "acts grossly affectionate." Non-

contingent behavior could lead to a feeling of helplessness 

or depression (Roth and Kubal, 1975; Klein, Fencil-Morse, 

and Seligman, 1976). Some of the informants expressed a 

feeling of depression and helplessness which may have been 

a consequence of father's behavior, if it were perceived as 

noncontingerit. A feeling of helplessness was expressed as 

"having trouble being assertive" or "unable to handle it." 

The idea of informants "viewing things as absolutes" may have 

been a way for them to deal with feelings of helplessness. 

The purpose of this study was not to determine 

mental or physical health or the lack of it in individuals 

who have lived under very stressful conditions. However, 

the emotional strain of living with an alcoholic parent and 

its impact on mental health was alluded to by most of the 

informants. Kobasa (1979) theorized that a "hardy" personality 

may have some influence in dealing with stress and staying 

healthy. Being able to control and influence events was one 

characteristic that Kobasa (1979) believed such a "hardy" 

individual would possess. Some informants displayed such 

characteristics when they were "able to confront manipulative 

behaviors" in their fathers. Others controlled their own 

drinking behaviors and sometimes that of others, and strived 

to be perfect. The cultural theme "We sometimes make the same 
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mistakes but we try not to," gives as an example of the 

adult child of an alcoholic parent trying to control or 

influence events in their own lives or the lives of others. 

Summary 

The informants viewed their experience as an adult 

child of an alcoholic as cultural beliefs transmitted from 

generation to generation. This finding impinges upon all 

aspects of the conceptual orientation. It is apparent that 

data supports relationships among the two concepts: remem

brances of the adult child of an alcoholic parent, and 

cognitive development in a noncontingent environment. The 

ability of the informants to reflect upon and analyze past 

experiences, then arrive at some theory based upon what has 

occurred, correlates with the cognitive developmental task 

of an adult. Childhood experiences were integrated into 

present day thought and action including ways to react to 

stress and tension, and experiences with an alcoholic 

parent in noncontingent situations. Inasmuch as per

sonality is an overall part of an adult's cultural inheri

tance, the adult's stronger components of their personality, 

i.e. a belief in control and influence over events, may have 

played a significant role in the informant's verbalized 

ideas. However, the relationship between personality of an 

adult child of an alcoholic and the concepts addressed here 



113 

needs to be researched further before a definite conclusion 

can be reached. 

The Data and Previous Research 

As stated previously, there has been very little 

research about the adult child of the alcoholic. A few 

case reports and general writings represent the literature 

regarding this population. There are virtually no ethnographic 

studies on the adult child of the alcoholic. The research 

presented here will in a small way add to the existing 

knowledge of topics already examined in the review of the 

literature. 

Conclusions from this study support the findings 

from most of the articles reviewed. From the homogenous 

sample of women, each having lived with an alcoholic father, 

the impact of their perception of childhood remembrances 

was relatively the same. As Ault's (1977) research showed, 

the informants' perceptions influenced their behavior. 

Each participant spoke of a number of events where behavior 

reflected their perception of the situation. Learning how 

to be quiet so as not to upset dad's mood, was an example 

of this. Dinkmeyer and Dreikurs (1963) made a similar 

observation of children in general. 

Informants commented that they assumed certain 

roles within the family, i.e. to be like mother, take care 

of others, to be perfect. Their behavior supports the 

general systems theory presented by Tomm (1984) and Caille 
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(1982). This theory proposes that what effects one element 

in a family group effects each element within that group in 

some way. In this case, the alcoholic parent is effecting 

the child. Informants taking on a particular role, as 

children, in order to attempt to meet the needs of other 

family members is reflected in the work of Woititz (1984) 

and Hecht (1973). Woititz (1984) states that the family 

members of alcoholics are actually seeking compensation i.n 

those areas in which the alcoholic is unable to give. 

However, this idea was not verbalized by any of the informants. 

Aamodt's (1978) study is supported by this research. 

The concept of care is found in a culturally relevant 

theme. In the domain 'What alcoholism does to family 

members,' caring activities such as comfort measures and 

nurturing are categorized. 

Ethnographic data from this study coincides with 

Matteson's (1974) research with children. Matteson (1974) 

found that dysfunctional communication contributed to low 

self esteem in children. Informants mentioned their striving 

to be perfect, and having a need for constant reassurance. 

According to Dreikurs (1964), parental encouragement is 

essential in fostering a sense of self worth in the child. 

Informants remembered a sense of wanting to please dad but 

instead, found themselves apologizing frequently. 

In contrast to Dweck and Repucci's (1973) study, 

the informants involved in this research seemed to be 
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motivated individuals with a willingness to succeed. Dweck 

and Repucci (1973) had found that a child's sense of power-

lessness, which these informants experienced, led to a non-

willingness to succeed. The informants in this study were 

all employed, two professionally, and were contributors to 

society in general. Hecht (1973) states that a general 

disorganization exists in the adult child of an alcoholic. 

The informants involved in this research did not seem to 

exhibit a great deal of upset at the present time, though 

there were phases of disorganization in the past. 

Findings in the present study agree with Woititz's 

(1984) statement that adult children of alcoholics are at 

high risk for alcoholism or a dysfunctional lifestyle. 

Some of the informants did fit this description. One 

informant, who said she had alcoholic tendencies, fits the 

results of Schuckit (1984), Frances, et al. (1984), and 

Volicer, et al. (1984) research. These studies found that 

the problem of alcoholism does run in families. Two informants 

stated that alcohol was consumed to free themselves from 

conflict or problems. This agrees with the studies by 

Segal et al. (1984), Cutter and O'Farrell (1984). 

The informants from this study support earlier 

statements by Mapes et al. (1984) that family members live 

on an "emotional roller coaster" as the alcoholic continues 

on a self-destructive course. Brehn and Bask's (1968) study 

was also complemented. Their findings, that self perception 
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and individual attitude determined the use or non-use of 

alcohol, was confirmed by the present informant's statements. 

There was an abundant amount of literature dealing 

with the concept of denial used as a defense mechanism 

against some problem emanating from the outside. Breznitz 

(1983) and others (Lazarus, 1983; Goldberger, 1983; Eitinger, 

1983), share the idea that denial acts to protect oneself 

against potentially destructive external forces. Woititz 

(1983) states that the child of an alcoholic parent may 

discover it is impossible to stop an alcoholic parent from 

drinking and so denies that a problem even exists. The 

concept of denial was mentioned in this study by one subject 

out of the four and then, only briefly. As a child, the 

informant stated how she had denied that her father had a 

drinking problem and said that the rest of the family had 

denied, it, too. 

Recommendations for Nursing Practice 

This study has attempted to explore how adult 

children of alcoholics view their experience in living with 

an alcoholic parent. The result has complimented previous 

studies which sought to enlighten the reader on this same 

idea. The data from this study supports the concept that 

past experiences and events during childhood have a definite 

impact on generating thoughts and perceptions today. In 

general, the informants verbalized many of the same remem

brances of what life was like with an alcoholic parent. 
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One of the major goals of this study is to provide nurses and 

other health care workers with more information about the 

adult child of an alcoholic. 

At this time, it is appropriate to relate the 

information from this study to nursing practice. Some 

suggestions about the intervention and goals for working 

with adult children of alcoholics and their families is 

derived from ideas inherent in the cultural themes: negativity, 

taking care of, living with secrecy, making mistakes. 

A most important part of nursing practice as it 

assists in the goal of an individual's psychological and 

physiological well-being, is to view the adult child of an 

alcoholic as growing up in the matrix of a family system. 

This study points to the significance of what adults remember 

as children and how these remembrances influence their 

adult life. In making an assessment of the entire family, 

however, some difficulty may exist due to families feeling 

a need to protect themselves by refusing to admit that a 

problem exists. 

As mental health professionals, nurses will be in a 

position to evaluate the entire family system and then 

intervene at the individual level before problems become 

too devastating. The adult child of an alcoholic can be 

aided to concentrate energy on helping themselves, as the 

informants in this study have done. Professional counseling 

was sought by all of the individuals in this study at 

different times throughout their lives, though none were in 
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counseling at the time this report was written. As nurses, 

we are instrumental in expediting this process. Nurses can 

be involved in the role of counselor or therapist, as well. 

It is essential that in giving care and treatment 

to the adult child of an alcoholic, that a safe environment 

be maintained. This may mean recognizing the importance to 

family members of keeping the family system together in 

spite of the alcoholic parent. Informants verbalized their 

disappointment and grief when separation or divorce was 

certain. Most informants viewed "taking care of" the 

family as keeping things going in spite of the problems. 

One informant denied that a problem existed. A safe environ

ment, as defined by the family, needs to be recognized so 

that if temporary or permanent separation of family members 

is necessary, clients have been involved in the outcome. A 

nurse therapist's reliability, confidentiality, and under

standing are also important ways of providing a safe environ

ment and quality practice for the individual. Modeling 

behavior, provided in a group or in a one-on-one setting 

can provide an example of hope, improved self-esteem and 

development of strategies to implement needed change. 

It is important that nurses continue to promote and 

be involved in educational programs which are instrumental 

in reaching the adult child of an alcoholic and their 

families. An intellectual framework which helps them to 

understand the effects of alcoholism upon the family is 
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essential. In so doing, a process for recovery is identified 

as well as potential resources for help. A need for change 

within the family may be understood by its members, including 

preparation for system change. 

Effective resources for helping the adult child of 

the alcoholic needs to be pointed out. As some informants 

noted, certain self help groups such as Alcoholics Anonymous 

(A.A.) were beneficial in promoting father's sobriety. 

Other groups, such as Adult Children of Alcoholics (A.C.O.A.), 

are self help organizations that may prove to be a helpful 

and effective resource in the adult child's own recovery. 

The group emphasizes the need to help the individual family 

member of the alcoholic parent rather than the alcoholic 

themselves. 

Nurses in the mental health field can use this 

study as well as others to generate further questions about 

the adult child of an alcoholic and how they may best be 

served. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

Recommendations for Replication 

1. Repeat the study focusing on the entire family 

with an alcoholic parent. Focusing on the entire family 

may give a much broader picture. 

2. Repeat this study and focus on other brothers 

and sisters from the same family. A very different perspective 

may be obtained. 
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3. Repeat this study using older and younger 

siblings and compare findings based on cognitive development 

in children. 

4. Repeat this study using one family with an 

alcoholic parent and one without. Compare findings. 

5. Repeat this study using a different ethnic 

population and compare family reactions to alcoholism in 

that society with that of another white middle class society. 

6. Repeat this study utilizing a two-part 

approach. Interview children on their conceptualizations 

of the adult parent who is alcoholic, then interview the 

alcoholic parent on what they think their children knew 

about their alcoholism. 

7. Repeat this study with children raised with 

an alcoholic parent who possess the "hardiness" characteristic. 

8. Conduct studies focusing on specific phenomena 

identified in this study: 

a. The focus of an abundant amount of negativity 

by the child with an alcoholic parent 

b. The phenomena of taking care of the alcoholic 

c. The phenomena of living with secrecy. 

d. The phenomena of the adult child making the 

same mistakes as the alcoholic parent. 

Summary 

In summary, this research supplied important informa

tion about the adult child of the alcoholic but there are 
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still many questions to be answered. By discovering the 

beliefs and perceptions of this population we can, as 

health care professionals, give more meaningful care and 

intervention. Continued research and application of research 

will open up communication between adult children of alcoholics 

and those professionals who desire to serve them. 



APPENDIX A 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA COLLEGE OF NURSING 

Participant Consent Form 

RESEARCH; The Adult Child of an Alcoholic's Percep
tions of Childhood Past and Adulthood Present 

I understand that I am consenting to take part in a 
research project that is designed to explore the perceptions 
of the adult child of an alcoholic's experiences, thoughts 
and feelings of their past childhood and their present 
situation. I have been selected because I grew up in an 
alcoholic home where one or both parents were actively 
drinking. 

I am to be interviewed about my thoughts and feelings 
about my childhood and present situations for approximately 
one hour three or four different times. The interview will 
take place at a location convenient to the participant and 
interviews will be recorded. I am informed that interview 
materials will be kept indefinitely for possible use at 
another time. However, the identity of the participant is 
not to be revealed. 

I am informed that I am free to question the inter
viewer at any time about any aspect of the study. 

I understand there are no physical discomforts or 
known risks involved in this study. All information will 
remain strictly confidential. There is no cost involved to 
the participant of this project nor will participants be 
paid for taking part. I understand that participation in 
this research may assist others in their understanding of 
the adult child of an alcoholic. 

I have read the above consent form. The nature, 
demands, risks and benefits of the study have been ex
plained to me. I understand that I may ask questions and 
that I am free to withdraw from the study without incurring 
ill will. I understand that this consent form will be 
filed in an area designated by the Human Subjects Committee. 
Access to files is restricted to the principal investigator 
or authorized personnel of the College of Nursing. A copy 
of this consent form will be available to me if requested. 

Participant Date 

Witness Date 
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APPENDIX B 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION LETTER 

Dear Participant: 

I am conducting a study that will increase under
standing of the adult who grew up in a home where one or 
both parents were considered to be alcoholic. The title of 
the project is: Adult Children of Alcoholics: An Ethnographic 
Study. There has been much research on alcoholism and the 
alcoholic but relatively little on the adult child of an 
alcoholic. I am interested in learning what adult children 
of alcoholics have to say about their growing up experiences 
and how it effects their lives today. The information, will 
be used to enhance our knowledge of this phenomenon and to 
develop ways to assist individuals who are in need with 
coping strategies and problem-solving techniques while 
growing up with an alcoholic parent and later in adulthood. 

The study consists of your participation in an estimated 
45 minute to 60 minute interview on three or four separate 
occasions. Your participation in these interviews will 
take approximately eight weeks to complete. 

The study is being conducted by a registered nurse who 
is a graduate nursing student studying in the field of 
psych-mental health in the College of Nursing at the University 
of Arizona. The study has been approved by the Human 
Subjects Committee. Your participation is not expected to 
be harmful in any way. All information will be treated 
with confidentiality and anonymity. 

I am asking you to be a participant and to voluntarily 
give your opinions by responding to my questions in the 
interviews. You agree to participate when you answer the 
questions. You may answer some or all of the questions if 
you so desire. Questions you have will be answered and you 
may withdraw from the study at any time. 

If you have comments, concerns or questions, please call 
Jane Ackerley at 886-9288. Thank you for your willingness 
to participate in this study. 

Sincerely, 

Jane Ackerley, RN 
Graduate Student 
College of Nursing 
University of Arizona 
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