
We have an adult child living in our home who is using drugs.  We have consulted with several professionals and gotten several recommendations.  We are unwilling to kick our child out of our home.  What can we do?

Parents with adult kids that have substance abuse problems are often perplexed about a course of action. They often seek advice from professionals who tell them to quit enabling, and make a decision about what they are willing to tolerate in their own homes and what they are not. This can sound like a foreign language to parents who are at the beginning of the process. Often parents must identify the various efforts and attempts that they, themselves have made at solving the problem of the “child’s” addiction.  

  


Enabling is most often about trying to solve the problem. What happens, however, is that the problem solving action of the parents serve as reinforcement or rescue from the natural negative consequences of the “child’s” addiction. The parents may be motivated for that adult kid to quit drinking/using, but the “child” has no motivation to quit using when what they are doing appears to be working for them. Parents may look at them and say, they are going nowhere in their lives. They are not happy. They can’t hold a job. Etc.  

  


From the substance abuser’s frame of reference, they can sleep until noon, scrounge for something in the refrigerator to eat (for free), get with their friends, get high/drunk, come home at 3:00 a.m. (or whenever), sleep, and start all over again. When they lose their jobs, the parents give them one. They are even more irresponsible working for the parents. When they experience legal consequences, parents bail them out, pay for the attorney, hold their hand in court. All of these actions on the parents’ part are done in the name of love and support. What happens is that this “loving, supportive” behavior assists him or her in continuing to drink/use. The parents can be emotionally exhausted, in bankruptcy court for bailing him/her out financially, and in divorce court over fighting about it all the time, but the alcoholic/addict has no consequences, and thus no reason to change.  

  


So, why would parents continue to enable even in the face of understanding all this? Fear. Fear keeps parents from acting in their adult child’s best interest. Often, the bottom line fear is that if you quit enabling them, they will die. They will be homeless and they will die. They will die from overdose. They will die from suicide. The parent is convinced that the child cannot survive without the parent’s enabling.  

  


Part of that is probably true. The drinking/using adult child probably would experience the negative consequences of their behavior if the parent withdrew their enabling. They may become homeless. They may overdose. They may commit suicide. They may also do that under the same roof as the parent. 

  


Parents are just as powerless over the addict’s behavior under their own roof as they are when the child is in the homeless shelter. The alcoholic/addict who is awaked by having to fend for himself/herself stands a better chance of being able to connect the dots between their drinking/using and their own negative outcomes, than being at home and being fed chicken soup for a hangover.   

  


Stopping enabling does not guarantee that your child will get clean and sober. It can create enough of a crisis that the addict becomes motivated to seek help; then help can be offered. It also indicates that your own life can get better.  

  


When parents are at the junction of knowing that they have to do something, don’t know what to do, and don’t like what professionals are telling them, its time to start your own recovery. A good place to begin is with Al-Anon and Parents Helping Parents, and family counseling with someone who understands addiction.  
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