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Статья представляет собой обзор литературных данных, посвящённый влиянию 

алкогольной зависимости родителей на суицидологические и личностно-психоло-
гические характеристики их потомства. Несмотря на снижение заболеваемости алко-

гольной зависимости в популяции, в России от 15 до 50% семей могут сказать, что 

столкнулись с проблемой родителя, страдающего алкогольной зависимостью. Взрослые 

дети алкоголиков (ВДА) представляют собой достаточно обширный, высоко аутоагрес-

сивный пласт общества. Данная группа лиц – наиболее опасная по частоте развития у 

них разного рода аддикций, а также – по вероятности совершения суицидальной попыт-

ки. Целью данного обзора было представить современные представления о суицидаль-

ности ВДА, их социо-культуральные характеристики, личностно-психологические осо-

бенности; продемонстрировать степень влияния аддиктивных парентальных фигур на 

антивитальность потомства и её формирование. Анализ англо- и русскоязычной литера-

туры убедительно продемонстрировал, что ВДА представляют собой группу с повы-

шенной, относительно нормативной популяции, аутоагрессивностью, склонностью к 

парасуицидальным паттернам, трудностями в построении взаимоотношений с социумом 

и нахождении своего места в нем. Было сделано заключение о недостаточности прове-

дённых исследований, отсутствии точных данных о трансгенерационных механизмах 

трансляции аутоагрессивности потомству, факторах, влияющих на гетерогенность ВДА 

как популяционно-видовой группы, необходимости учета гендерной принадлежности 

как родителей, так и самих ВДА. 
Ключевые слова: алкогольная зависимость, взрослые дети алкоголиков, суицидоло-

гия, аутоагрессия. 
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This article is a review of literature data, devoted to the influence of alcohol dependence 

of parents on the suicidal and personality-psychological characteristics of their offspring. De-
spite a decline of the incidence of alcohol dependence in the population, in Russia about 15-
50% of families can say that they have encountered the problem of an alcoholized parent. 
Adult children of alcoholics (ACAs) are a fairly extensive, highly autoaggressive stratum of 
society. This group of people is the most dangerous in terms of the frequency of development 
in them of various kinds of addictions, as well as the likelihood of committing a suicidal a t-

ВЛИЯНИЕ  АЛКОГОЛИЗМА  РОДИТЕЛЕЙ  НА  СУИЦИДОЛОГИЧЕСКИЕ  
И  ЛИЧНОСТНО-ПСИХОЛОГИЧЕСКИЕ  ХАРАКТЕРИСТИКИ  ПОТОМСТВА 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


О Б З О Р   
  

REVIEW         DOI:10.23888/PAVLOVJ2018264547-558 
 

548 РОССИЙСКИЙ  МЕДИКО-БИОЛОГИЧЕСКИЙ  ВЕСТНИК 
имени академика И.П. Павлова. 2018. Т. 26. №4. С. 547-558 

I .P .  P AV LOV   RUS SIAN   M EDICAL  
BIOLOGICAL HERALD. 2018;26(4):547-58 

tempt. The purpose of this review was to present modern ideas about the suicidality of adult 
children of alcoholics, their socio-cultural characteristics, personality and psychological char-
acteristics; to demonstrate the degree of influence of addictive parental figures on the 
antivitality of offspring and its formation. The analysis of English and Russian literature is 
carried out. We have convincingly demonstrated that the ACAs represents a group with an el-
evated, relative to normative population, autoaggressiveness, inclination to parasuicidal pat-
terns, with difficulties in building relationships with the society and finding a place in it. Con-
clusions were made about the inadequacy of the studies conducted, the lack of accurate data 
on the transgenerational mechanisms of autoaggressive transmission to offspring, the factors 
influencing the heterogeneity of the AC as a population-species group, the need to take into 
account the gender of both parents and the AC as themselves. 

Keywords: alcohol dependence, adult children of alcoholics, suicidology, autoaggression. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
There is an increasing amount of liter-

ature data about a high level of alcohol 
abuse among the population[1-3] and about 
growing alcoholic problems in teenagers, 
women, young people [3-6]. A detailed 
study of history of these people shows that 
they come from the so called «alcoholic 

families». In Russia, 15-20% of populations 
are adult children of alcoholics (ACAs)  
[4-6]. This group is at increased risk for de-
velopment of alcohol dependence, and also 
for suicidal behavior. Here, alcohol depend-
ence in these individuals runs a more severe 
course than in their parents, with a tendency 
to a progredient course and being more ma-
lignant in character [1]. 

There is a non-stopping discussion of 
predomination of genetic and social factors in 
the etiopathogenesis of the disease in the 
ACAs [1-3].  

Here, it is known that genetic factors 
are reliably connected with dependence on 
the psychoactive substances (PAS), with a 
high level of specific risk (about 55%) and 
inheritance coefficients from 62 to 79% [1]. 
Social and environmental factors also play a 
role in use of PAS and modify the risk of ap-
pearance of alcohol dependence, but do not 
predict its development [2-4]. 

However, the opinion that the influ-
ence of the environmental factors may be 
rather significant and their contribution to 
the development of the disease sometimes 

remains underestimated by both researchers 
and clinicians, does not permit to reduce the 
genesis of alcohol dependence only to in-
fluence of hereditary factors. 

The aim of the given review is analy-
sis of literature data about the influence of 
alcohol dependence of parents on suici-
dological characteristics of the adult off-
spring. 

Family history – «genetic burden» 
Information about the family history is 

often distorted due to suppression of the prob-
lem by the family, if the child early lost par-
ents or grew in the adoptive family or in an 
orphan home [1,4,5]. Test persons often pre-
fer to give little information about their fami-
lies if they were touched by an «alcoholic 
problem». They often either deny the disease, 
or, on the contrary, exaggerate the extent of 
the disease in the family. 

However, even with such artificially re-
duced identification of the family history of 
the alcohol dependence, its incidence among 
ACAs remains on a medium or high level 
(41.5 and 25.7%, respectively) [5,6]. 

This bare information presents a com-
plex of genetically determined peculiarities 
of neurochemical processes in different sys-
tems of the brain which determines a rapid 
development of dependence in case of in-
take of alcohol, and its malignant course 
[1]. The structure and functions of the CNS 
undergo changes.  
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According to the literature data, the 
family history is associated with the evident 
sensation («anticipation») of a positive emo-
tional effect after intake of alcohol [1,3,4]. 

It is known that in male ACAs with a 
highly positive family history, methods of 
neurovisualization reveal alterations in the 
«reward» system of the brain. 

Here, the age of start of alcohol intake 
is determined not by genetic, but rather by 
social and environmental factors. Early start 
of alcohol intake, like early manifestation of 
alcohol dependence in ACAs is predicted by 
existence of the «genetic burden» of alcohol 
dependence in relatives, by its extent, and 
social consequences and loss of control are 
determined by social factors and by disease 
itself, which increases autoaggression of its 
carriers [6-8]. 

If in ACAs with alcohol dependence it 
is rather difficult to identify genetic and en-
vironmental factors, in ACAs without alco-
hol dependence who grew up in families 
where at least one of parents suffered from 
alcohol dependence, it is more easy to estab-
lish the influence of environmental factors 
on personality-psychological and suicido-
logical characteristics.  

A complex of psychological problems, 
prosuicidality, evident victimhood, social in-
stability and spiritual tension, a focus on 
«rescuing» an ill relative, is a component of 
the so called phenomenon of codependence, 
many times described in the literature [5-9].  

Is codependence the basis of suicidal 
risk of ACAs? 

There exist numerous research works 
devoted to the codependence phenomenon 
[4,5,9-12]. As a rule, these works include 
examination of wives of men suffering from 
alcohol dependence, and state heterogeneity 
of the phenomenon [9-13]. Here, different 
sources differently describe this phenome-
non. Some authors consider it a separate 
nosology, other present this phenomenon as 
a reaction to stress, other consider it to be 
associated with a complete preoccupation 

with the state of another individual, with his 
behavior and control of him and with ne-
glect of one’s own demands and require-
ments [5,6,9]. 

A hypothesis that codependence of per-
sonality is an intricate complex of pathologi-
cal dependence on another individual, with 
evident protective psychological mechanisms 
reinforced by the autodestructive behavior, 
disadaptation reactions and non-effective 
ways of interaction with the surrounding peo-
ple, is confirmed in some works of Russian 
and international authors [4,6,9-15]. 

They show that codependent individuals 
are characterized by a high level of anxiety, 
frustration, aggressiveness [6,9-11,16,17], 
which determines their social instability and 
creates problems with establishment of con-
tacts and relationships with other individu-
als. The leading psychological protection 
most commonly used by codependents is 
strategies of avoidance and aggression most-
ly directed at themselves and conditioning a 
high suicidal risk [11,16-18]. 

Permanent condition of distress asso-
ciated with different traumatizing events 
occurring in an «alcoholic» family brings 

the codependents to physical and emotional 
exhaustion [4-6,11,12]. This condition 
leads to somatization, bodily discomfort 
where a large role is played by a psycho-
genic component. Inability to break the 
bond with a dependent individual is closely 
associated with illusion about the one’s 

own value, indispensability for the addict 
[4-6,14,15,19-21], and unawareness of the 
secondary benefits of such an «unhealthy» 

affection to an alcohol-dependent person 
leads to destructive and dangerous conse-
quences for a codependent himself and  
for surrounding people [9-12]. And if 
spouses of alcohol-dependent individuals 
may probably break the vicious circle of 
destructive relationships, children growing 
in families where at least one parent is  
alcohol dependent, are unlikely to have 
such a choice. 
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Staying in the condition determined 
by financial and personal inadequacy, and 
by dependence on the family which should 
perform protective and developing function, 
the children of alcohol-dependent individu-
als have to grow in conditions of 
disadaptation [20,21]. 

The hostile situation of «dislike» in the 
family leads to impairment of self-esteem in 
children, to complications in expression of 
emotions, to alexithymia, suppression of feel-
ings of shame and guilt which, nevertheless, 
always haunt the individual, to 
prodepressiveness, enhanced aggressiveness 
with the resultant high suicidal risk, to blind 
and rigid following up the goal with no taking 
circumstances into account [21]. In a such 
disadaptive family empathy is disrupted, chil-
dren are not taught love, tenderness, care giv-
ing and other positive behavioral patterns 
[20,21]. 

Such disorders in the educational as-
pect in children in families where at least 
one parent suffers from alcoholic depend-
ence, occur at the moment of a high level of 
conformism in a child when he eagerly ac-
cepts norms of subjectively significant 
groups, and is ready to change behavior 
and/or convictions in accordance with the 
predominating opinion in the group as a con-
sequence of a realistic or imaginary merging 
with it [20-23]. Children adopt the norms of 
social behavior, are «taught» disadaptive and 

destructive patterns. Children simply get 
used to the idea that alcohol intake is a norm 
[22-24]. Here, it is worth noting that getting 
of a teenager into a «socially favorable» 

group may help formation of adaptive behav-
ior and of a healthy personality [20], espe-
cially if the group definitely accepts the child 
and supports him. In general, a strive of a 
child from an alcoholic family not simply to 
join a subjectively significant group, but to 
«merge» with it, is treated as an attempt to 

replace a parent, which explains the result of 
influence of the chosen social cohort on a 
child from the family of addicts [21]. 

The patterns of behavior acquired by 
children of «alcoholic» families in child-
hood and adolescence, are transferred to 
adult life and to interrelations with other 
people [20-25].  

Adult children of alcoholics are  
one more aspect of the codependence  
phenomenon  

According to the data of different re-
search works, ACAs are characterized by pe-
culiarities of self-perception, perception of 
close people, people in general, and accord-
ingly – by problematicity of behavior, en-
hanced autoaggression and social 
disadaptation [4-6,9]. However, it is not that 
simple, as it seems at first sight.  

The data of comparative analysis of 
adult women from «alcoholic» families and 
from «healthy» families show that they and 
their fathers suffering from alcoholic depend-
ence, have similar characteristics of percep-
tion [25].  

Externally, women – adult children of 
alcoholics – show themselves as vivid, 
demonstrative, socially active, they present 
themselves as communicative, self-
dependent, dominant, egocentric and fanatic 
personalities, while in reality they feel like 
weak, will-less, helpless and dependent indi-
viduals, and they are such indeed [25].  

Often the main motivation of acts of 
ACAs is fear of an unexpected change of 
mood, of reaction of close people and of so-
cially significant random people [4-6,9,17-
21,25]. They are driven by fear of evoking 
disapproval, irritation, anger and aggression 
in the surrounding people. After 5-6 years of 
such life, ACAs completely stops trusting rel-
atives and surrounding people. 

In an attempt to achieve a certain so-
cial status or aim, they exhibit evident then 
city, but are oriented not on success, but ra-
ther on avoidance of failure, since they a pri-
ori suffer from unsuccessfulness engrained 
in the family, and at the same time they try 
to seek for high appraisal of themselves by 
surrounding people whom they independent-
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ly define as a reference group [4-6,9,17-
21,25]. In this context, the ACAs cannot 
graduate and determine the attitude of other 
people to themselves. They demonstrate to 
unfamiliar individuals their best qualities 
which seem to them socially acceptable. 
Such behavior demonstrates their «conven-
tional decency» with the absence of adoption 

of true human values, with blurring of be-
havioral norms which are considerably nar-
rowed and are addressed only to selected 
people regarded by ACAs as «insiders». 

Having grown up in an «alcoholic» dysfunc-
tional family where relationships differ from 
those of a «healthy» family, in the atmos-
phere of evident and/or concealed mutual 
rejection, with a priori denial of problems, 
with violence being a common thing, ACAs 
experience difficulties in differentiation of 
their feelings, emotions, in aim-setting and 
in determination of the sense of their life. It 
is difficult for them to foresee a real danger, 
since the acceptable boundaries are blurred, 
and ACAs grew in conventionally unsafe 
families. 

Pathological models of behavior and of 
emotional response adopted by ACAs in the 
parents’ families, are replicated in their own 

families [26,27]. 
A sincere desire of ACAs to create a 

family different from their parents’ family is 

reduced to just exclusion of visible negative 
behavioral manifestations and to creation of a 
seemingly happy family, with disadaptive and 
defective relationships hidden behind a 
«bloomy» façade [15,27]. 

Families of ACAs lack love, complete 
acceptance, open expression of feelings, emo-
tions, tenderness, affection, mutual help, sup-
port and other obligatory components of truly 
familial relationships [5,9-12,25]. All the 
above makes children of alcoholics unpre-
pared to life, non-adapted socially, and pro-
motes reproduction of the same negative 
models of behavior in their own families 
which prevents adequate fulfillment by them 
of parental duties and promotes formation of 

one more generation of personality-defective, 
distorted and mutually dependent alcoholics-
grandchildren [28].  

ACAs are characterized by enhanced 
auto- and heteroaggressiveness not only to 
themselves and their families, but also to 
surrounding people [29]. Autoaggresiveness 
is manifested by depressive settings, non-
acceptance of themselves, by persistent but 
suppressed feelings of shame and guilt that 
find no way out. This range of emotions be-
longs to the so-called self-conscious emo-
tions associated with perception of oneself, 
of one’s ideas and acts, with self-conception 
in the interpersonal contacts, and is a regula-
tor of behavior [16,30]. Shame triggers a 
negative estimation of oneself, while guilt 
triggers a negative estimation of one’s acts. 
From this it follows that experiencing shame 
emotion is most painful, since it devaluates a 
personality as such and in comparison with 
others. Such a tough assessment of oneself as 
unsuccessful, helpless and miserable, causes 
a fear of rejection of him/her by other people 
and by socially significant individuals, 
which in turn activates compensatory mech-
anisms in the form of both auto- and 
heteroaggression, and in avoidance-directed 
behavior [5-16].  

All this in complex creates a depressive 
background that provokes enhanced 
suicidality, bearing in mind the adopted 
blurred safety boundaries and inability to cor-
rectly assess risk [7,8,11-18]. Besides, this 
destructive personality-psychological and so-
cial background may influence formation of 
addictive behavior, in particular, of alcohol 
dependence [4,9-12,18,20-25]. 

Influence of family on personality-
psychological characteristics of ACAs 

There exist scattered, separate, non-
systematized data concerning a role of the 
family in formation of alcohol dependence 
[1,4,10,13-15,19,23-27,29-33]. However, all 
the data converge on the idea about only 
«alcoholic» and «destructive» families be-
ing stable basic markers of the risk for initi-
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ation and formation of alcohol dependence 
at young age.  

In this context of interest is the theory 
of epigenetic transmission of alcohol depend-
ence as of a disadaptational coping strategy 
[27,33]. In this situation addictive behavior is 
a way to escape salvation of the vital prob-
lems which in turn leads to a deeper social 
disadaptation thus closing a vicious circle of 
alcohol dependence.  

Children whose parents suffered from 
alcohol dependence, develop negative af-
fection patterns within the first six months 
of life: low emotional response, rare posi-
tive messages to parents, and at the age of 
18-36 months reveal peculiarities of behav-
ior with internalization of conflict [26,31]. 
Here, according to some data, alcohol de-
pendence of a mother is more detrimental 
for a child’s personality, since it disrupts 

symbiotic relationships that are necessary 
for survival of the child and are established 
within the first years of life [24]. But affec-
tion to a healthy mother practically abso-
lutely neutralizes negative influence of a 
father [24]. 

Disorders associated with intake of 
alcohol in the family are conceptualized as 
a chronic stress that can lead to prolonged 
long-term consequences for children grow-
ing in these families [4-6,11-20,23,27,28]. 

A family (even an «alcoholic» one) is 
not an exclusively homeostatically closed sys-
tem. Connections between children and their 
educators not only influence formation of fu-
ture interpersonal relationships, but also play 
a role in appearance of adaptation problems in 
the offspring [4-6,11-23,27-30]. 

In one of research works [34] alcohol-
ic families were divided into three groups 
using method of cluster analysis: families 
with high, medium and low intensity of var-
iables associated with family stability 
(agreement between family members, exist-
ence of firm moral convictions, communica-
tion between family members and the sur-
rounding people, settlement of family prob-

lems, adaptive capacity of family members). 
The control group included families without 
addictive locus of damage. In result it was 
found that despite the fact of existence of 
high-functioning clusters among alcoholic 
families, children of individuals suffering 
from alcohol dependence, have 3-4-times 
higher risk of development of alcohol de-
pendence than children from the control 
group. Daughters of alcoholics more often 
get married to men suffering from alcoholic 
dependence, thus continuing «alcoholic 

family cycle» for future generations [34]. 
Although not all ACAs become alco-

holics, they more commonly than individuals 
from normative families, expose themselves 
to suicidal risk and encounter autoaggression 
problems throughout the life. 

Research shows that the personality 
may mediate intergenerational connection 
with alcohol dependence through many ways 
of realization of premorbid predisposition 
[27]. One of these ways is genetics, another 
way – psychosocial factors: modeling and 
identification with an alcoholic parent, or, on 
the contrary, deidentification. In these cases 
two variants of delinquent behavior are seen: 
in the first case – an excessive aspiration to 
achievements (as a rule, in work) and high 
effectiveness, which, both in combination 
and separately, considerably exceed the 
normal level (able and highly professional 
pupils, exhibiting extraordinary talents and 
ambitions, adoring their teachers and getting 
roles in school authorities). In the second 
case it is enhanced autoaggression with 
harmful for health manifestations (use of 
narcotics, use of alcohol, debauchery), with 
social risks (criminality, road accidents), 
with existence of risks for mental health 
(murder, suicide, depression, panic and anxi-
ety) [27]. One may have a desire to say about 
representatives of the first group that their 
superadaptation is only to their benefit, but 
on deeper examination this point of view ap-
pears wrong. A tendency to work a holism, 
avoidance of problems, «escape into work», 
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itch to achieve more and break out from the 
«family hell» only increase the risk of soma-
tization, depressiveness, autoaggression on a 
concealed, invisible for a specialist and that 
is why dangerous, level [27]. 

Multiple investigations of personality of 
ACOAs (including foreign works) demon-
strate their heterogeneity as of a group which 
is associated with a difference of dysfunction 
continuum engrained to children in «alcohol-
ic» families [35,36]. 

Thus, one research work distinguishes 
five personality subgroups among ACAs 
[36]. Their continuum includes personalities 
from high-functioning one to adults who ex-
actly repeat the destiny of their parents and 
are absolutely socially disadapted. Here, the 
authors conclude that heterogeneity of ACAs 
group is not occasional, but is based both on 
the level of defect of a personality and on the 
level of adaptation of a personality in social 
medium [36]. According to the systems theo-
ry, such atmosphere in the family does not 
promote a correct differentiation of ego, and 
individualization is regarded as a threat to 
the system homeostasis [19,37,38]. Results 
of empiric research show that an experience 
of interaction with a physically and emotion-
ally inaccessible parent who is mostly fo-
cused on alcohol, subjects a child to a trial 
with relational trauma [37]. Consequently, 
this prevents the process of separation – in-
dividualization. Resting on the above men-
tioned theoretical frames it was suggested 
that women who experience problems with 
addicted parents, more commonly demon-
strate disorders in the process of separation – 
individualization, as compared to women 
who did not grow in families with alcoholic 
problems [37].  

Some authors believe that ACAs do 
not want to burden their parents with the re-
sponsibility for what is going on in the fami-
lies and at the same time want to protect the 
internal positive perception of them [30]. 
Because of this, they direct their negative 
emotions to themselves and finally begin to 

experience a feeling of guilt. Sometime 
ACAs feel guilty toward the parents because 
they leave the house and do not help them, or 
whatever paradoxical it seems, they feel 
guilty of being too much concentrated on 
their own family instead of helping the par-
ents [30]. 

An important factor for identification 
of a complex of psychosocial, suicido-
logical and personal peculiarities of ACAs 
is gender both of ACAs themselves and of 
their parents and representation in them of 
alcohol dependence. There is no doubt that 
the gender of a parent suffering from alco-
hol dependence will influence psychologi-
cal and suicidological characteristics of a 
child in different ways. And here it is also 
important to take into account the gender of 
a child, since mother and/or father have a 
different significance for a son or daughter. 
These parental figures internalize different-
ly and play different roles in formation of a 
personality of ACAs [28]. 

At present, as it is confirmed by scien-
tific literature data, it is required to more 
clearly formulate hypotheses and model re-
search concerning problems of alcoholism 
and to take into account interactive dynam-
ics of risk factors, of protection, and gender 
both of parents and of ACAs. These factors 
should be taken into consideration in any 
attempts to understand paths of develop-
ment of people growing in families suffer-
ing from alcoholic dependence. 

Conclusion 
Thus, taking into consideration preva-

lence of «alcoholic» families, an important 

problem is adult children of alcoholics that 
carry a significant autoaggressive impulse 
with transgeneration mechanisms of trans-
mission. There is an increasing interest in 
the phenomenon of codependence in adult 
children of alcoholics, which probably man-
ifests in them differently than in spouses in 
such marriages. It is of no doubt that a 
group of adult children of alcoholics is het-
erogeneous in terms of both personality-
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psychological characteristics, and of the 
level of social functioning. But, however, 
up to the moment neither mechanisms, nor 
conditions of formation and growth are 
found that influence the given split. 

No research works are published that 
could take into consideration a complex of 
risk factors, protection factors and gender of 
adult children of alcoholics and their par-

ents which undoubtedly produces influence 
on decomposition of a social layer of adult 
children of alcoholics.  

Bearing in mind the data of literature 
review, adult children of alcoholics, whatever 
successful they fancy themselves in the socie-
ty, represent a highly autoaggressive group 
requiring enhanced attention of crisis psychi-
atric, narcological and psychological services. 
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