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INTRODUCTION
It can be heartbreaking to see a loved one struggle with drug or 
alcohol addiction, but what many people do not realize is that their own 
actions may be contributing to the problem. Often, people unwittingly 
condone and even encourage their loved one’s drug or alcohol 
addiction. In the drug and alcohol rehabilitation field, these people are 
known as enablers. 

Although they may believe they have their loved one’s best interests 
in mind, and sincerely want them to escape from addiction, enablers 
engage in behaviors that have the effect of shielding the addict from 
the negative consequences that otherwise would result from drug or 
alcohol abuse. By doing so, enablers keep their loved one from getting 
the help needed to recover from addiction.

If you are close to someone who is currently battling addiction, it is 
important to recognize the kinds of behaviors that enablers frequently 
fall into so you can avoid acting in a way that interferes with their 
recovery. The purpose of this is not to assign blame to you for their 
problems with substance abuse, but to help you correct your conduct 
with regard to your loved one so you will be better able to aid them in 
their struggles. 

What follows is an overview of the kinds of harmful behavior you may 
be doing to enable your loved one’s continued dependence on drugs 
or alcohol.
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YOU AVOID CONFRONTATION
You constantly feel the need to have a serious talk with your loved one about their substance abuse 
problems, but you fear what will happen if you try to do that. It’s not a groundless fear: Individuals 
in the throes of drug or alcohol addiction can become defensive and irritable when confronted by 
others about the problem. 

It’s easier just to stay quiet and avoid all that trouble, telling yourself that there will be a better 
opportunity somewhere down the road where you can speak up. Unfortunately, your continued 
refusal to confront your loved one only encourages them in their refusal to confront their addiction. 
As a result, they remain on the same destructive path. 

In many cases, the enabler will try to avoid contact with their loved one as much as possible. They 
refuse to call them or even send emails to them. If they live in the same house together, they take 
pains to keep interaction with the other person to a bare minimum. Frustrated by their inability to 
face the real issue, the enabler finds it embarrassingly awkward to communicate with the addict in 
their lives at all. None of this helps anything.
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YOU COVER UP FOR THEM
People who abuse drugs or alcohol are prone to having “incidents” of varying degrees of severity. It 
may be as simple as knocking over and breaking a lamp while drunk, or it can involve illegal activity 
that could land them in jail, like getting into brawls with others. 

If you’re close to someone who behaves in this fashion, this is concerning for several reasons. You 
may worry that your loved one will end up imprisoned or even dead. You may also feel embarrassed 
by their misbehavior, feeling that it reflects poorly on you. This is why enablers often go to great 
lengths to conceal the problem from the scrutiny of other people—friends, family, bosses, and 
others.

For example, enablers may not tell other family members about money or valuables that have 
suddenly gone missing (to buy drugs), or about an incident where the individual decided to go out 
for a drive while under the influence of alcohol. 

You “help” your loved one by hiding all the evidence of their misdeeds, making excuses for them, 
and corroborating their fake alibis. This sends the wrong message to an addict, however, and they 
may begin expecting you to clean up their messes. Their behavior may even worsen because they 
come to believe they can use you as a safety net, so to speak.
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YOU PAY THEIR EXPENSES 
Drug addicts often have chronic financial issues. There is no mystery why this is so: Alcohol 
and (especially) street drugs can cost a substantial amount of money, particularly when they are 
consumed in large quantities. Furthermore, the psychological impairment brought on by addiction 
also tends to negatively impact their ability to earn a living. 

For example, they may keep needing to take days off work—due to hangovers or drug-related 
ailments—even though they have already used up their allotted vacation time. That’s why they keep 
coming to you for financial help. If you continue giving your loved one money, however, it just serves 
to perpetuate the cycle of addiction.

Many enablers think they’re doing a good deed by helping pay their loved one’s rent, cover other 
expenses, or bail them out of jail, but this keeps the addicted individual from needing to admit that 
they have a problem. Some enablers even give money to their loved one while knowing that it will be 
spent on drugs or alcohol. 

It’s common to rationalize this generosity by claiming that it prevents the addict from resorting to 
theft or other unsavory methods of raising money. Don’t fall victim to this line of thinking—all you’re 
really doing is encouraging bad behavior.
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YOU BLAME OTHER PEOPLE
FOR THE PROBLEM 
Some enablers seem to think that everybody else is responsible for their loved one’s drug or 
alcohol problems. They point the finger at bosses for pushing them too hard at work and causing 
unnecessary stress to the individual that drives them to substance abuse. Or they accuse family 
members of causing strife in the household that is allegedly the true cause of the addict’s troubles. 
Or they blame friends of the individual for being a “bad influence” on them. 

Practically anybody in the addict’s circle of friends, family, and acquaintances can be accused of 
wrongdoing—anybody but the addict themselves. 

If you’re in the habit of making these kinds of accusations, you’re just fostering further misbehavior 
on the part of your loved one. You’re feeding into their self-pity and sense of persecution by 
encouraging them to believe that they’re not really responsible for their actions.

Even friends or family who try to get help for the addict can get their share of blame. You may 
even find yourself insisting that anyone who wants the individual to seek out a rehab program are 
just causing stressful drama and contributing to the problem. Avoid assigning blame like this—it’s 
neither accurate nor helpful. 
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YOU GIVE THEM A PLACE TO USE 
DRUGS OR ALCOHOL 
It’s easy to tell yourself that your loved one is better off consuming drugs or alcohol in the safety 
and comfort of your home. After all, they could easily get into trouble while out in public—they might 
get into an car accident while under the influence, meet up with like-minded “friends” who don’t 
have your loved one’s best interests at heart, or get arrested by the police while in possession of 
illegal substances. Those are just some of the unpleasant scenarios that they could become caught 
up in if they go out. 

It may seem like allowing them to use drugs or alcohol in the home is a relatively safe way to cope 
with the problem. Your loved one can’t get in too much trouble while they remain under your roof. 
But this line of reasoning is false. 

If you give them permission to consume drugs or alcohol in your home, you’re essentially endorsing 
their behavior. They will assume, not without reason, that their substance abuse problem isn’t a 
serious matter and that they do not need to change their behavior. 
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YOU DOWNPLAY THE PROBLEM 
“A few drinks aren’t anything to worry about.” Addicts tend to say things like that in an attempt to 
minimize their issues with substance abuse. They’ll admit to using drugs or alcohol—but they’ll 
insist that their usage is insignificant and well under control. Certainly, there are lots of people out 
there who drink socially on weekends, or who ingest illegal substances on an occasional basis. But 
that doesn’t reflect the reality of the addict’s situation, which usually involves having far more than 
“a few drinks” now and then. The enabler, however, is only too willing to go along with their loved 
one’s self-appraisal. 

As an enabler, you’re probably also in the habit of ignoring other people’s concerns about your 
loved one’s addiction. Maybe you like to say that you know your loved one better than everyone 
else, and you have a clearer picture of them than others do. Whatever your reason for ignoring the 
warnings of others, you’re convinced that there’s really nothing to worry about.

Enablers are also similarly dismissive about the harm that the addict is inflicting on themselves and 
others. For instance, any property damage inflicted by the addict while under the influence, like a 
wrecked car or a smashed window, is simply hand-waved away as an isolated occurrence that will 
never happen again. Along the same lines, enablers repeatedly fall for the addict’s promises to turn 
their life around—although no turnaround ever happens. 
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YOU RESENT YOUR LOVED ONE 
You find yourself constantly going out of your way to accommodate your loved one’s addiction. You 
cover up for them, you make excuses for them, you run errands for them, and you look the other 
way when they’re abusing drugs or alcohol. 

All that effort is likely to take a toll on your mental health. Consequently, you may build up a hidden 
well of bitterness and anger toward your loved one. Although you may try to ignore and rationalize 
your loved one’s misbehavior, your resentment is an indicator that something is terribly wrong.

Resentment becomes particularly strong in those who have difficulty communicating with their 
loved one. The problem with this is that talking to your loved one in a healthy way—confronting the 
problem, rather than dwelling negatively about it—is key to helping them get their life back in order. 
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YOU KEEP CARRYING OUT THEIR 
RESPONSIBILITIES FOR THEM 
A lot of drug and alcohol addicts neglect basic household chores—they don’t wash their clothes, 
clean their room, open their mail, or go to the grocery store. Their substance abuse problems have 
become so acute that they seem incapable of making the slightest effort to maintain a healthful 
lifestyle. 

It can be difficult to see someone you care for in such a state. That’s why you feel obliged to keep 
stepping in to handle those chores so your loved one’s living conditions don’t fall into complete 
disrepair. This kind of “help” is counterproductive, however. If you’re doing chores that your loved 
one should be doing, then you’re enabling them.

Because you keep doing things for them, and preventing them from experiencing the 
consequences of neglecting their duties, your loved one has no incentive to alter their behavior. 
They may even begin expecting you to do their chores for them—while their apathy only worsens. 
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YOU MAKE EMPTY THREATS 
You find yourself telling your loved one that things can’t go on like this, that you’ll cut them off or call 
the authorities if they keep behaving so destructively. Yet you never actually do anything. “This is 
the last time” you say—but you’ve already said that ten times before. 

It becomes clear to your loved one that you’re just venting and your words carry no weight. Your 
refusal to follow through on your threats can be easily interpreted by your loved one as forgiveness 
for their misbehavior. It serves to reinforce their belief that nothing is seriously wrong. 
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CONCLUSION
Not every enabler will display all these behaviors—in fact, it would 

be difficult to find one who engages in every type of activity 

outlined above. But if you recognize yourself in a few of these 

examples of enabler behavior, you need to realize that you’re not 

“helping” them; you’re preventing them from experiencing the 

consequences of their drug or alcohol abuse and, by doing so, 

supporting their poor choices. 

Talking to your loved one about entering a drug and alcohol 

rehabilitation program is an important first step on the road 

to recovery. There are many types of programs available to 

accommodate the individual needs of those struggling with 

addiction. Contact a rehab center near you to learn more.



23Are You an Enabler?

ABOUT BRITELIFE RECOVERY
Located in the heart of Hilton Head Island, SC, BriteLife is a drug 

and alcohol rehab center that offers customized treatment 

programs to persons recovering from addiction. BriteLife is a dual 

diagnosis facility, treating addiction as well as any secondary 

disorders contributing to it. 

https://briteliferecovery.com/
https://briteliferecovery.com/

