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10 Things You need to Stop doing to
Keep your Sanity even while he is Drinking 
 

These steps are for all family members who are living or at least have a person in their lives who has a drinking problem, a problem with street or prescription drugs or compulsive sexual behaviors.  While the title of the report and many of the examples are directed towards a female partner of a male alcoholic, the tools and steps themselves apply to any family member (male and female).   They apply to a spouse or partner, to a parent and even to an adult child of an addict.

The important point of this report is to help you stop doing things that neither you or the addict and, for you to gain a sense of order and control over your own life.

Marybeth is a 37 year old stay at home mom with two boys aged 3 and 5.  Her husband works hard to provide for the family; he is a caring husband and dad. But for the last year or so, Marybeth is becoming increasingly concerned about David’s drinking.  He drinks every weeknight after work, Saturdays when the couple goes out with friends and Sunday afternoons when he plays golf with his friends.  More often than not, he drinks more than he should and can become obnoxious by acting like a clown or getting argumentative.   Now, David has started going out with co-workers after work and returns home after a night of drinking at 2 or 3 am.  Next morning he apologizes to Marybeth promising that this will never happen again and it doesn't for a couple of months, before he goes out again.  Marybeth is at her wit’s end.  She doesn't know what to do.  She is constantly thinking of ways that will help him see sense.  

As a consequence, MaryBeth is often preoccupied and snippy with the boys.  This upsets her because the reason she gave up her career in the first place, is to be able to give her children time and attention.  If only she could help David quit drinking, she could do a much better job of being a parent.

Jake is a 49 year-old executive who cannot focus at work because he is worrying if his wife (who begins drinking around 2 pm every afternoon) will remember to pick up their 6 year old from the bus stop.  He also worries if she has fallen down the stairs, has gone out shopping while under the influence.  His work is suffering, as a result, his marriage is going downhill fast and he is concerned if his 6 year old is being adequately cared for.   Yet whenever he tries to discuss his concerns, his wife and he get into a huge shouting match, frightening their daughter.

Martha is a 60 year-old woman who works all day but is unable to sleep and rest at night because her son, who has a drug problem, is out partying.

Do you feel hurt, angry and resentful because your spouse will not stop drinking even though you beg him to?
Do you plead and threaten to stop him from over drinking?
Does he shut down every time you try to discuss his drinking?
Do you lie awake at night worrying if he is out drinking with his buddies?
Do you find yourself solving his problems, bailing him out or covering up for him?
Do you often feel angry and resentful while taking care of the addict?
Do you believe that if he truly loved you, he would stop drinking?
Do you cringe with embarrassment even now when you remember how he was loud and obnoxious after drinking too much at your company’s Christmas party last year?
Do you live waiting for the other shoe to drop?
Do you say yes when you mean no?
Do you say to yourself, “I am the only responsible one here”?
Do you find yourself doing things that you really don’t want to?
Do you find yourself postponing the dream of a happy and fulfilled life to a time when your spouse finally becomes sober?
Do you find yourself giving from a sense of fear and obligation vs. joy and purpose?
Do you use alcohol, food or shopping to deal with your feelings about the addict?
Finally, are you addicted to the Addict?

The first thing is to acknowledge is that in spite of all your efforts, the drinking continues.  The absolute maddening thing is that at times the drinking stops or is at least manageable.  It raises your hopes and you begin to think that there may be a light at the end of the tunnel. But soon enough, the drinking goes back up again.  It crushes you.  You experience those awful feelings all over again — the anger, the hurt and the crushing disappointment.

Some of the things I recommend in this report may feel counterintuitive, but trust me -- I have helped many many people take charge of their lives and replace the chaos in their current life.  Also, you have tried to stop him from drinking, but it hasn’t worked.  So then why not try something different. What’s there to lose, after all?

These ten Steps will give you the tools to not just cope with the chaos in your life, but also to stay sane over a sustained period of time, feel normal and in fact, thrive in your own life. It will help you begin to make rational decisions instead of depending on miracles.

The changes I suggest are not always easy to implement but at the same time, you will see how simple they are in their rationale.  You may be surprised to find that they bring a kind of relief that you did not expect to experience.  In fact, the more you practice these steps, implementing them again and again, the easier they get.

1. Stop trying to get him to Quit:  For people living with an alcoholic family member, it is not unusual to want to stop or control the drinking.   You may have a strong urge to control this person's behaviors, decisions and actions. You probably feel overwhelmed by anxiety and worry because they refuse to listen to you.  You give unsolicited advice, volunteer to take care of their problems and get angry and feel used when your help and advice is rejected.

Your anxiety and worry may have grown to a point where it is hard for you to relax and have fun even when you want to. 

		Remember Marybeth from the previous section?  Well, Marybeth is still not able to get her husband to quit.  She constantly worries that he will get arrested for driving under the influence or worse still, kill someone.  As her stress grows, Marybeth's sleep is affected as is her general well being.  In fact, recently, she has noticed that as her anxiety and stress over this matter grows, her own issues with body image and food (that she had grappled with as a teenager) seem to be coming back.   

		I understand that it is hard to acknowledge that in spite of all your cajoling, threatening, ultimatums or heart-to-hearts, you cannot make someone quit drinking, drugging or using porn. But for the alcoholic, drug or sex addict, the addiction is too powerful to stop because another person asks them to. They have to come to the decision themselves.

		That is not to say, you can’t do anything. What you can do is to take charge of your life. You can choose not to let the addiction take over your life as well. Relationships are not static; they are dynamic — when you change, the relationship changes. What that means is that when you refrain from enabling and rescuing, nagging and threatening, your relationship will be a healthier, calmer and less chaotic. In fact, I have seen many people live satisfying and fulfilling lives even as the family member continues to drink.

2.  Stop Trying to Rescue him:  This is really an issue of Boundaries. While it is normal to want to please someone you care about, it is important not to do something because you don’t think you have a choice to say no.

When your mother asks you why you look stressed, you tell her that the baby has not been sleeping well lately.  You make excuses when he drinks too much during Thanksgiving Dinner.  "He is very stressed at work" you explain to relatives.  Its time to stop rescuing him.  Instead of helping him, you may be actually delaying his getting help.  Also, you are carrying his shame and embarrassment which means that he doesn’t have to take responsibility for his actions. If you let him carry the responsibility of his actions, you are also letting him take on the consequences of his actions while freeing yourself to take care of your life.
		
		

So the next time he asks you to call work and lie saying that he is sick, say no.  You do have a choice and by lying you are only perpetuating his cycle of behaviors.  When he asks to be excused from a family gathering, don't make excuses for him.  
If he doesn't want to go because he is hung over, it is ok to say just that or to say to anyone who asks, "You'll have to ask him".  It is not selfish to not bail him out.  In fact, by rescuing him, you may be actually delaying when he decides to quit.
		Your partner's drinking has thrown the entire family in a state of chaos:  it is time for you to take charge of yourself and your family and bring sanity back into your life.
		
	3.  Stop Treating him like a Kid:  I know he acts like a kid, but he is not one.  When you treat him like a kid, both of you feel resentful.  These are roles that the two of you have become comfortable with, but secretly resent.  You resent it because you feel he is taking advantage of you.    You are tired of looking after someone who won't take care of himself.  He is resentful because he feels disrespected.  Think about it for a moment: even the way you speak to him is like you were talking to an overgrown kid; irritated and patronizing at the same time.  No one can feel good about being talked to and treated like that.

4. Stop Lying:  To yourself and to him
How do you lie to yourself?  There are different ways in which you lie or deny the truth.  You may be telling yourself that you just have to wait and be patient until one day he will magically turn over a new leaf.  That is not what usually happens.  Quitting alcohol is hard and the decision comes only after a few hard knocks and more importantly, it comes from within the person.  Nothing you say or do not say can make it happen.  While it may be difficult to admit that you are powerless over his decisions, it can be extremely freeing as well as empowering to acknowledge the truth.

How do you lie to him?  By saying that you do not mind rescuing him or bailing him out. You also lie by giving him ultimatums and saying that you will leave if he does not quit when you do not mean to follow through in the first place.  
 
I am not saying you should leave him or that you should stay.  All I am saying is that you shouldn't say anything that is not true or that you cannot and do not intend to follow through with.




5.  Stop Isolating:  Break that Isolation; get support and information:  

For months and even years you have kept your concerns to yourself.  You have covered up your embarrassment at a party with laughter, lied to his work when he is unable to go to work because of a hangover or made excuses to your mother.  No more.  Just as you need to stop treating him like a kid, you need to stop being over-responsible.  This situation has isolated you.  You avoid parties because that will give him another excuse to drink.  You decline invitations to coffee with your girlfriend, because you are stressed and depressed.  It is time to get out and enjoy your life or at least have a life.  Also, you may be surprised that when you confide in friends, they are actually understanding and supportive.  By feeling embarrassed about your situation, you are denying yourself love and support.  

Marybeth decided to go shopping with a neighbor.  On the drive home, when the neighbor casually asked Marybeth how she was doing.  Marybeth surprised herself by blurting out her situation.  Between sobs, she explained how her husband's drinking was consuming her life.  The neighbor was very supportive and nurturing and shared her own childhood story of growing up with an alcoholic mother. Now Marybeth knows that on really tough days, she can call on someone to talk and share her troubles.  Marybeth has also begun to read books and articles to understand alcoholism and how it affects the entire family.

6.  You did not cause it and you cannot cure it:  Stop feeling guilty
You cannot cause anyone to drink. You cannot control anyone's drinking. You cannot cure anyone's drinking.  So stop feeling guilty. You can never drive another person to drink.  They make the decision to do so.  They may blame you for it, they may even believe that you have something to do with it, but really if you had that much influence over his decisions and choices, wouldn't you be able to influence him to stop?  Nothing you do or not do has anything to do with his drinking or not drinking.		
		You have been nursing these feelings of guilt for so long that you feel guilty when he drinks and also when he struggles to stop.  

What you are feeling is very normal for a person in your circumstances.  But when you say NO to guilt, you are doing the right thing for you and for him.
		


This is important to remember because there are times when you wonder if he wouldn't drink if you had been different. Here's the truth.  You could nag or not, you could give him the silent treatment or not, you can join him in his drinking or go completely abstinent -- it won't matter.  When he decides that he will quit, that is when his process will begin. You have no influence over it.  

This may be very hard to accept. Especially because there may be times when your saying or doing something has resulted in his abstaining. This gives you hope that if you could only figure out the magic button, you could stop him from over-drinking.  But as you have seen, he may stop for a while, it always restarts.  While this may be hard to accept, but it is also the key to your freedom.  By freedom, I don't mean leaving the relationship. Not at all.  That is completely your decision. By freedom, I mean being free from the worry of whether or not he is drinking and how you can influence his behaviors.  By freedom, I mean being free from your obsession of him and having the space to live your life.
	Really, this is for you and you only.




7.  Stop pouring out the Booze
Your watchful eyes see it all.  You watch if he pours himself a large or a small drink.  You watch the level of alcohol in each bottle -- you mark them, you pour them out, hide them, and may be sometimes you even join him just so that he doesn't drink as much.  You end up drinking more than you wanted to.  All, in the hope of preventing him from drinking too much.  

But does it really work?  The next day there is another bottle.  The point is to stop obsessing about his drinking.  It is this obsession that is driving you crazy.  Consider this example:
		John and Melissa are married for about six years.  They came to my office because Melissa was very upset about how much John drank.  John had a long history of a drinking problem and had even attended a 30-day rehab program.  He had remained sober for 2 months before relapsing.   As Melissa sobbed uncontrollably in my office, with mascara running down her face, John was genuinely compassionate but calm and collected. I took a step back and looked at them as someone who didn't know their story (like someone who had met them on the street). I realized that John looked like the stable and sane one in the relationship.  He looked far more healthy than Melissa and 

you know what-- he probably was.  It is quite possible that John was less obsessed with alcohol than Melissa was with his drinking.
Whether John quits drinking or not, to feel sane and happy again, Melissa needs to quit her obsession with John's drinking.

8.  Stop Saying Yes when You Mean No:  A pretty common thing for family members of the alcoholic is to say "Yes" while meaning "No". Mean What You Say and Say What You Mean: it is important to think before you make a promise or a threat.  Can you follow through? If you cannot, don't make the promise or the threat.  Here’s the thing: if you don't mean what you say, then what you say means nothing.  Just like when he promises not to drink anymore, you don't believe him.  Similarly, when you threaten to leave, but don't, he doesn’t not believe you either.  You lose your credibility.

This applies not only to your partner, but also to your as well. You don't believe you anymore either.  You make and break promises to yourself everyday.  It makes you lose faith in yourself.  You become discouraged about your life.  



This is the time to reclaim your life.  I have seen many many people make this the most productive time of their lives.  They launch new careers, pursue hobbies and interests they wanted to for a long time...they begin to live.

While your eagle eyes are fixed on him, who is focused on your life?  Who is looking after you? And no, it's not his job to look after you, it's yours’.  If you neglect your well being, then your health and wellbeing are bound to suffer.  This is your time to take care of you so that you do not look back at this time with regret.

9.  Stop Dodging the Crisis:  Gary is on probation at work.  He cannot afford to mess up and yet while waiting for his flight back home from a business trip, Gary has had so much to drink that he is not allowed to get on the flight.  He doesn’t want his work to know and so he calls his girlfriend frantically asking to borrow her credit card to buy another ticket.
		Erin's daughter wants to move in to her basement because she has been asked to leave the apartment she shared with a couple of friends.  Her friends are tired of her aggressive behavior when she is drunk, her habit of inviting shady characters to the apartment and a general refusal/inability to pick up after herself and her "friends" after a night of drinking.

		Valerie calls home at 2 am because she has been arrested for driving under the influence.  She is hysterical and wants her husband to post bail and get her out of jail.

I am sure you could probably add to this list of examples.
Crises are bigger than the usual jams that you are asked to help with and they have bigger consequences as well.   You live in fearful anticipation of them all the time.  Every time that he is out later than usual and the phone rings, you fear the worst.  You are sick and tired of living in this anxious state and yet what can you do?  Can you let someone lose their job, or refuse a roof over your child's head or let someone remain in jail for 24 hours?
 
 Of course you cant do that or can you??...
 
 The real question is how many such crises are you going to go into a frenzy to avoid?  How long before the sh**t finally hits the fan?
My advice to you is to Stop Dodging the Crisis.  Sooner or later the thing you fear most is going to happen.  It is not in your hands to avoid it.



Let it happen.  Sometimes these crises can be the biggest blessings.  Often they are the wake- up call that the alcoholic needs to turn their life around.  Let it happen.
		I know it is hard to let something bad happen to someone you love and not try to rescue them.  But think about it for a minute.  If you had not rescued him from the innumerable jams that he found himself in, would he have found a way to get help sooner? May be or may be not.  We will never know.  What we do know though is that your rescuing has not helped the situation in the long run. In fact, it has allowed him to continue in his self-destructive ways.

10.  Stop Unhealthy ways to cope:
Marybeth used food and the scale in her bathroom as a way to distract herself from the real problem in her family.  As she obsessed with calories and pounds, she was able to gain a sense of control because she was unwilling to admit that she was no control over her husband’s drinking.

Jake took to becoming extra vigilant about his own health and began exercising 3 hours a day.  In some unconscious way, he convinced himself that if he took extra good care of his own health, he would be able to compensate for his wife’s lack of control.  The problem was that he was overdoing it and his knees were beginning to pay the price.

		Martha began to distract herself by going online and buying all kinds of things to organize her home.  In some way she was trying to compensate for the lack of order in her home and the boundaries that she was unable to set on her adult son.  She knew she could not really afford these purchases and was racking up her credit card debt, but in some weird way these purchases gave her an illusion of control and order in her life.

		You may have your own ways to cope. Examine them to see if they are healthy and if they help you actually, in reality, deal with your situation.  Do they decrease your stress momentarily giving you an illusion of control or do they actually help you gain order in your life?

Drinking is a Family Affair:
A Drinking or drug problem or a problem of compulsive sexual behaviors not only affects the person themselves but the entire family.  For this reason, addiction is called a family disease.   By starting to become healthy yourself, (physically and emotionally), you are beginning to decrease the devastating effects that the addiction has had on your family.

		No one can take all of these Steps -- overnight.  The good news is that implementing even a few will improve your peace of mind.   

It is very helpful to keep a record of your progress because there will be times when despite your best intentions, you will fall back into your old ways of thinking and acting.  The progress journal will help you track ways in which you have actually made huge leaps.
		Make it a practice to write down your feelings and your reactions.  It is important to be able to see them from a distance. 
		Above all, be gentle with yourself. Anticipate failure.  It is going to happen.  I cannot over-emphasize the importance of self-compassion.   Track every change you make in your behavior -- even if it only lasts a few minutes.  These are building blocks.
		
	Making the changes outlined in this book, you will find yourself living a more peaceful life whether the alcoholic is still drinking or not.   As you bring calm and order in your life, you will see your family change as well.  That is a promise.


		Drinking is a family affair; Sobriety is a Family affair as well.
But I need more than 10 Steps. So what do I do?	
These 10 steps will make a difference in your ability to cope with the situation in your home and take care of yourself.  For some of you these guidelines are enough to get started and make sustained progress.  But for most people, these guidelines make sense but are hard to follow and harder to sustain.  Many find themselves second guessing when crisis hits; feelings of guilt and frustration are common. Life can feel overwhelming and confusing.  You may find it hard not to remain focused on the alcoholic and instead shift focus to your own state of wellbeing.
 		If you have decided that you need professional counseling, you may still have questions about the process.  You may wonder whether counseling works at all in the first place, you may be worried about the cost and the whole process may feel overwhelming.  
	Let me address some of your concerns:

Counseling costs too much.
	You are right.  Counseling can be expensive.  But think of the times you go out to eat, or get your hair done.  Or may be you have a gym membership that you never use.  These are expenses that we usually chalk up to “necessary” and don’t give them a second thought.  Yet when it comes to our emotional health and happiness, we hesitate.  What counseling can give you will last you a lifetime, instead of just a week (like the new hairstyle) or a couple of hours (like a nice meal at a fancy restaurant).  When you see it from that perspective, counseling may be well worth the cost.

Can you really help me with my situation? 
I have worked with families struggling with addiction for many many years.  While it is not always easy at first, you will begin to feel better very soon.  
Here are some ways in which psychotherapy will help you:
· Gain an understanding about addiction and how it affects the entire family
· Learn tools to cope with the stress 
· Understand why certain things bother you and how you can best deal with them
· Separate your true personality from how you react 
to the addiction 
· Set Boundaries with your spouse
· Define goals for your well-being
· Heal past trauma
· Improve relationships with family and friends, including the addict
· Establish structure and routine in your life 
· Develop a plan for coping with crises
· End harmful habits such as food, shopping or even drinking that you may have developed.
	
What happens at the first session?
Most people are curious and even apprehensive about what they can expect at their first session.  Forget everything you’ve seen in the movies and on television:  If there’s one profession that’s been grossly misrepresented by the media, it’s the counseling profession. Television and movies have given therapy a bad rep.  You don’t have to lie on the couch and have me repeat everything you say.

During our first session, I will get to know you and what brings you in today.  I may ask you about your family, children, medical issues, etc.  But most of all I want to know how your situation affects you on a day-to-day basis. I will ask you about things that you have tried – what has worked and what hasn’t.      I will ask you what drives you up the wall about your situation, your thoughts, feelings and reactions during these moments. 

Next, we will plan goals for your wellness. How do you want to be feeling at the end of this process?  This step will give us a specific direction towards which we are headed.
· 
·  You might cry:  It is not uncommon for people to cry during the first session.  In my experience, it happens more often than not.  Don’t feel bad about this.  I want to make sure I mention this because many people feel very embarrassed about this. 
		Nothing weird will happen:  Nothing weird will happen unless you consider you talking with another person to be weird.  You will find me and my office a pretty normal place.  I say this because movies and television often portray counselors as stuffy or weird or both.  Most counselors are neither.
Therapy is a team effort.  Take an active role in the process.  My style is collaborative so be open and honest about your feelings and ask questions.  The more 
you understand how counseling works, the more comfortable you’ll be. Ask questions about the process, and ask me to repeat anything you don’t understand.




Be sure to go to your first session with realistic expectations. Therapy is not a one-session fix: it is a process. 
	
At the end of the first session, you’ll probably feel better.   For as much as people dread and avoid seeing a therapist, they usually feel much better afterwards.  Relieving the tension of pent up emotions feels good.  It also feels good to be understood and supported by another person.  Believe it or not, a lot of people see therapists, not because they’re “crazy” but because they want feel better and resolve a problem.  

		So what is the next step?
The next step is to make an appointment.  Call me and set up an appointment.   I know it can feel hard to pick up the phone… so forget the call.  Just make an appointment online.  Its easy!
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