
Family Disease 
 

When there is a family member suffering from addiction, the family may often exist in denial for 

a while, creating an illusion to outsiders that all is well or at least tolerable. Communication 

usually has broken down and family members may find it difficult to express their feelings. The 

family may have even tried to help the individual by attempting to fix the problem, but you can’t 

fix a disease.  

 

When a family member suffering from addiction enters treatment, the rest of the family often 

breathes a sigh of relief. For months they have likely experienced many emotional responses to 

the chaos of substance abuse – fear, anger, resentment, embarrassment, insecurity, frustration, 

helplessness.  

 

But that dysfunction may have become the norm, the family members may still continue to 

express lingering resentments, doubts, and find it difficult to engage in conversation, and feel 

uneasy trusting again. It’s easy to blame all the problems on the addicted person. And then 

believe all the problems will magically vanish once this person is in recovery. They can develop 

unrealistic expectations of how family life will improve with their loved one getting abstinent.  

 

Families need to recognize that recovery is a process, not an event. The addiction didn’t develop 

over-night, neither will recovery. Understand that the threat of relapse and a return to the chaos is 

often an unspoken fear that creates an uncertainty in how family members deal with each other.  

 

Many times the family member or loved one experiences symptoms very similar to the 

individual suffering from addiction:  

 

Preoccupation: Where the individual has preoccupation with using substances, the loved one 

has a preoccupation with the family member suffering with addiction – where they are, what they 

are doing, etc.  

 

Increased Tolerance:  Just like the individual gets tolerant to their drug of choice, the loved 

one gets an increased tolerance to the dysfunction and pain in the relationship. 

 

Rationalization: Making excuses for the individual’s behavior. They use substances because 

they had a hard life, or because we just had a fight. What type of excuses have you used? 

 

Minimizing: Pretending the addiction is not as bad as it is. “He really doesn’t black out that 

often”; “she doesn’t drink in the morning, so she can’t be that bad off”. So what are some of the 

ways you told yourself that things were not as bad as they really were? 

 

Denial:  The mind refuses to experience the full emotional impact of what is happening. You 

refuse to acknowledge that the family is falling apart. You tell yourself that your loved one can 

still control their substance use.   


