Sibling Pain and Resentment 1n
Addiction: Giving Everyone a
Voice

Introduction: The Overlooked Experience

When addiction enters a family, it affects everyone—creating ripples
that touch each family member in different ways. Yet in the urgent
focus on the person struggling with substance use and the obvious
strain on parents, siblings often become the "forgotten grievers"
whose experiences, pain, and needs go unacknowledged.

Siblings of people with addiction may carry complex burdens: divided
loyalty between parents and their brother or sister, guilt about their
own health or success, anger about family resources diverted to
addiction-related crises, fear about their loved one's well-being, and
confusion about their role in the family system.

At Aspire Impact Network, we recognize that healing from addiction's
impact requires giving voice to every family member's experience. This
guide offers understanding, validation, and practical strategies for
siblings navigating this challenging terrain, as well as for parents
and helping professionals who want to support siblings effectively.

Understanding the Sibling Experience

The Many Faces of Sibling Pain

Siblings of individuals with substance use disorders often experience
a range of emotions and challenges:

Emotional Impacts:

e Ambivalent grief: Mourning the relationship they once had while
their sibling is still physically present

e Resentment: About attention and resources directed toward the
addiction

e Guilt: For feeling angry, for their own well-being, or for not
being able to "fix" the situation

e Fear: About their sibling's safety, the family's stability, or
their own vulnerability to addiction

e Shame: About family secrets, unpredictable behaviors, or social
stigma



e Helplessness: In the face of a problem they cannot control or
solve

e Confusion: About their role and responsibilities within the
family

Practical Challenges:

Taking on caretaking roles for younger siblings or even parents
Managing disrupted family routines and unpredictability
Navigating divided parental attention and resources

Balancing their own life development with family crises
Maintaining boundaries while staying connected

Finding safe spaces to express their authentic feelings

Common Sibling Roles

In families affected by addiction, siblings often adopt specific roles
as coping mechanisms:

The Hero: Achieves highly to compensate for family pain or distract
from problems

e Signs: Perfectionism, overachievement, difficulty relaxing
e Internal experience: "If I'm perfect enough, maybe things will
get better."

The Invisible Child: Withdraws to avoid creating additional family
stress

e Signs: Quietness, self-sufficiency, reluctance to ask for help
e Internal experience: "No one has time for my needs; I should
handle things myself."

The Scapegoat: Acts out to divert attention from the addiction or
express family pain

e Signs: Behavioral problems, rebellion, high-risk activities
e Internal experience: "At least when I'm in trouble, the focus
isn't on them."

The Caretaker: Assumes responsibility for emotional or practical
family needs

e Signs: Premature maturity, hypervigilance, difficulty setting
boundaries

e Internal experience: "Someone has to hold things together, and it
has to be me."

The Mascot: Uses humor to diffuse tension and manage family emotional
climate



e Signs: Joking during serious situations, deflecting from
emotional conversations

e Internal experience: "If I keep things light, maybe the pain
won't feel so heavy."

Understanding these roles helps siblings recognize their adaptive
responses to a challenging situation-responses that may have been
necessary for survival but might limit their growth and well-being in
the long run.

The Longer-Term Impact

Without appropriate support and healing, siblings' experiences can
have lasting effects:

Trust issues in relationships

Difficulty identifying and expressing emotions

Patterns of codependency or extreme self-reliance
Challenges with healthy boundary-setting

Hypervigilance or anxiety

Delayed development in certain life areas

Complicated grief that remains unresolved

Increased risk for their own mental health or substance use
issues

However, with support and healing, siblings can also develop
remarkable strengths:

Exceptional empathy and compassion
Resilience and adaptability

Strong crisis management skills
Insight into human complexity
Commitment to authenticity
Capacity for deep connection
wWisdom beyond their years

The ASPIRE Approach to Sibling Healing

At Aspire Impact Network, we use our ASPIRE framework to guide healing
for siblings affected by a loved one's addiction:

A - Acknowledge Reality
Healing begins with honest acknowledgment of what is and has been:
For Siblings:

e Name your experiences and feelings without judgment

e Recognize that your pain is valid, even if others had different
struggles



Acknowledge the impact addiction has had on your development and
relationships

Identify losses you've experienced, including less tangible ones
like security or carefree childhood

Accept that you cannot control or cure your sibling's addiction

For Parents:

Validate that addiction has affected all your children, not just
the one using substances

Acknowledge ways attention and resources may have been diverted
Recognize developmental milestones or needs that may have been
overshadowed

Accept that siblings may have legitimate grievances and pain
Understand that different children experienced family events
differently

For Professionals:

Create space specifically for sibling perspectives

Normalize the range of feelings siblings experience

Avoid minimizing sibling pain in comparison to the person with
addiction

Recognize that siblings may be reluctant to add to family burden
Understand that siblings often lack language for their
experiences

Acknowledgment Exercise: Reality Mapping

Create a timeline of family experiences, including:

Significant addiction-related events

How these events affected you directly

Emotions you experienced but may not have expressed
Needs that went unmet during these times

Coping strategies you developed in response

S - Separate Individuals from Illness

Understanding addiction as a complex health condition rather than a
moral failing helps siblings process their experiences:

For Siblings:

Distinguish between the person you care about and the addiction
that changed them

Learn about addiction as a brain disorder and behavioral health
condition

Recognize that your sibling's hurtful actions may stem from
addiction rather than their true feelings

Understand that addiction affects behavior, priorities, and
decision-making



e Separate your love for your sibling from acceptance of harmful
behaviors

For Parents:

e Help younger siblings understand addiction in age-appropriate
ways

e Avoid language that demonizes the person while acknowledging
harmful behaviors

e Share information about addiction as a health condition

e Create space for siblings to express anger about behaviors while
maintaining family bonds

e Model compassion without enabling

For Professionals:

e Provide education about addiction that siblings can understand

e Help siblings distinguish between behaviors they can and cannot
accept

e Normalize the conflicting feelings of loving someone while hating
their addiction

e Offer developmentally appropriate resources about addiction

e Address siblings' fears about their own vulnerability to
addiction

Separation Exercise: Two Letters
Write two separate letters (you don't have to send them):

1. One to your sibling as the person you know and love
2. One to the addiction that has impacted your relationship

This helps clarify the distinction between the person and the illness.

P - Process Emotions

Creating safe spaces for siblings to experience and express their full
range of emotions is essential:

For Siblings:

e Identify and name your feelings without judgment

e Find safe outlets for expressing difficult emotions 1like anger or
jealousy

e Recognize that contradictory feelings can coexist (love and
resentment, hope and grief)

e Connect with others who understand the sibling experience

e Give yourself permission to feel joy and pursue your own life
despite family struggles

For Parents:



Create regular, designated time to check in with non-addicted
siblings

Listen without defensiveness, even to difficult feedback

Avoid responses that inadvertently silence (e.g., "At least your
brother is still alive")

Help siblings find age-appropriate emotional outlets

Respect siblings' feelings even when they're uncomfortable

For Professionals:

Provide specific support groups or resources for siblings
Normalize the full spectrum of emotions without judgment

Offer creative expression opportunities for feelings that are
hard to verbalize

Use therapeutic approaches that address family trauma

Create safety for expressions of "taboo" emotions like resentment
or relief

Processing Exercise: Emotion Color Wheel

Create a visual representation of your emotional landscape:

Assign colors to different emotions you experience

Create a pie chart showing how much space each emotion occupies
Note which emotions you express openly and which remain hidden
Identify safe people with whom you might share unexpressed
feelings

I - Implement Boundaries

Healthy boundaries protect siblings' wellbeing while maintaining
appropriate connection:

For Siblings:

Distinguish between what is and isn't your responsibility
Identify behaviors you can and cannot accept in your relationship
Develop clear, consistent communication about your boundaries
Create safety plans for potentially triggering situations

Balance compassion with appropriate self-protection

For Parents:

Help siblings identify and maintain age-appropriate boundaries
Respect siblings' boundaries even when emotionally difficult
Avoid placing siblings in caretaking roles beyond their
developmental capacity

Model healthy boundary-setting in your own relationships
Support siblings in maintaining their boundaries

For Professionals:



Educate about the difference between boundaries and ultimatums
Help siblings develop language for expressing boundaries clearly
Roleplay boundary conversations to build confidence

Address guilt that often accompanies boundary-setting

Provide tools for maintaining boundaries during family
transitions

Boundary Exercise: Circles of Responsibility

Draw three concentric circles and label them:

1.

2.

3.

Inner circle: "What I am responsible for" (my feelings, choices,
safety)

Middle circle: "What I can influence but not control" (my
responses, communication)

Outer circle: "What I am not responsible for" (others' choices,
addiction outcomes)

Use this visual to clarify appropriate boundaries and
responsibilities.

R - Reclaim Personal Development

Addiction can derail siblings' developmental progression; reclaiming
their own journey is vital:

For Siblings:

Identify developmental tasks or experiences that may have been
interrupted

Reconnect with personal interests, talents, and goals

Seek mentors and supportive relationships outside the family
Give yourself permission to focus on your own growth

Recognize strengths that emerged from your experiences

For Parents:

Support siblings' activities and interests even during family
crises

Celebrate siblings' accomplishments without qualification

Connect siblings with opportunities for development outside
family contexts

Protect important milestones from being overshadowed by addiction
crises

Recognize when siblings might need additional support for
developmental tasks

For Professionals:

Assess for developmental impacts and delays related to family
addiction
Provide resources for addressing specific developmental needs



Connect siblings with appropriate enrichment opportunities
Address identity development questions that often arise
Focus on skill-building that might have been missed

Reclamation Exercise: Vision Board

Create a visual representation of your own life journey:

Include images representing your interests and aspirations
Add quotes that inspire your personal growth

Identify specific steps toward your goals

Include people who support your development

Display where you'll see it regularly as a reminder

E - Engage in Healing Connections

Healing happens in relationship with others who can validate, support,
and understand:

For Siblings:

Connect with others who share the sibling experience

Build relationships that offer emotional safety and understanding
Practice vulnerability with trusted individuals

Engage with recovery communities designed for families

Consider your role in family healing while respecting your own
journey

For Parents:

Facilitate connections with extended family or supportive adults
Consider family therapy to address relationship patterns

Connect siblings with appropriate peer support

Rebuild trust through consistent, reliable engagement

Create new family narratives and experiences beyond addiction

For Professionals:

Provide information about sibling-specific support resources
Facilitate family communication that includes sibling voices
Create opportunities for siblings to connect with peers
Address attachment disruptions that may affect relationships
Support healthy family restructuring during recovery

Connection Exercise: Support System Map

Create a visual map of your support network:

Identify people who understand different aspects of your
experience

Note what type of support each person best provides
Recognize gaps in your support system



e Develop a plan for strengthening or expanding your connections
e Include both personal relationships and community resources

Special Considerations Across the Lifespan

Young Children (Ages 3-12)
Young siblings of people with addiction have unique needs:
Common Experiences:

Confusion about behavioral changes they observe
Magical thinking about causes and solutions

Limited emotional vocabulary to express feelings
Disruption of security and predictability
Absorption of family tensions without understanding

Helpful Approaches:

Age-appropriate, simple explanations about addiction
Consistent routines and boundaries

Regular, dedicated attention from caregivers

Creative expression opportunities (art, play, stories)
Reassurance about their safety and lack of responsibility
Protection from witnessing frightening behaviors

Resources for Young Children:

e "An Elephant in the Living Room" by Jill M. Hastings and Marion
H. Typpo

e "Up and Down the Mountain" by Pamela Leib Higgins

e Play therapy with addiction-informed therapists

e School counseling resources

Adolescents (Ages 13-17)

Teen siblings face particular challenges during their own pivotal
development:

Common Experiences:

Embarrassment and social concerns about family addiction
Conflicting desires for independence and family loyalty
Worries about their own relationship with substances
Premature responsibility for family functioning

Identity development complicated by family dynamics

Helpful Approaches:

e Direct, honest information about addiction



Opportunities to connect with peers in similar situations
Support for maintaining appropriate teen activities and
milestones

Clear boundaries about appropriate responsibilities

Space to express complicated emotions including anger
Respect for their increasing autonomy

Resources for Teens:

Alateen and other peer support groups
Teen-focused family therapy

School-based support programs

Sports, arts, and other structured activities
Mentoring relationships

Adult Siblings

Adult siblings often continue to navigate complex family dynamics:

Common Experiences:

Renegotiating family roles and responsibilities

Balancing their own families with family-of-origin needs
Processing unresolved grief and trauma from earlier years
Making decisions about level of involvement

Navigating recovery and relapse cycles over time

Helpful Approaches:

Therapeutic support for processing long-term impacts
Clear boundaries around financial and practical support
Connection with other adult siblings for perspective
Family systems therapy to address entrenched patterns
Self-care practices that support sustained engagement

Resources for Adult Siblings:

Adult Children of Alcoholics/Dysfunctional Families

Family recovery coaching

Individual therapy with family systems focus

Books like "If You Loved Me, You'd Stop!" by Lisa Frederiksen
Recovery-oriented relationship counseling

Communication Strategies for Healing

For Siblings: Expressing Your Needs

Finding your voice after years of silence or accommodation takes
practice:



"I" Statement Formula: "I feel [emotion] when [specific situation]
because [reason]. What I need is [specific request]."

Example: "I feel frustrated when family events get canceled because of
my brother's crises, because I miss having normal family experiences.
What I need is for some events to be protected from these
disruptions."

Conversation Starters:
e "I'd like to talk about how addiction has affected my experience

in our family."
e "I'm working on understanding my feelings about our family

situation."

e "I need to share some things that have been difficult for me to
express."

e "I'm struggling with some complicated feelings about our
relationship."

e '"Can we talk about how we might support each other through this?"
When Communication Is Difficult:

Start with writing letters you may or may not send

Practice conversations with a trusted person first

Set a specific time 1limit for difficult conversations

Use a therapist as facilitator when needed

Remember that communication is a process, not a one-time event

For Parents: Creating Space for Sibling Voices

Parents can foster healing by actively making room for siblings to
express themselves:

Invitational Questions:

e "How has your experience of our family situation been different
from what I might see?"

"What do you wish I understood better about your experience?"
"What has been the hardest part of this situation for you?"
"What would be helpful for you right now?"

"How can I better support you while we navigate this as a
family?"

Listening Practices:

Give full attention without multitasking

Avoid interrupting or problem-solving immediately
Validate feelings without defensiveness

Ask clarifying questions rather than making assumptions
Express appreciation for their honesty

Creating Sibling-Centered Time:



For

Schedule regular one-on-one time with each sibling

Create some family activities that focus on siblings' interests
Protect certain spaces or times from addiction-related
discussions

Celebrate siblings' milestones with appropriate attention
Develop traditions that strengthen family bonds beyond addiction

People in Recovery: Rebuilding Sibling Relationships

Those in recovery can take steps to acknowledge and heal sibling
relationships:

Understanding Sibling Perspectives:

Recognize that siblings had different but valid experiences of
your addiction

Understand that trust rebuilding takes time and consistency
Accept that siblings may have complicated feelings including
anger

Acknowledge specific impacts your addiction had on them
Respect their boundaries around reconciliation timing

Amends Considerations:

Make amends directly for specific harms when appropriate

Focus on listening to their experience without defensiveness
Avoid expectations about forgiveness or relationship resumption
Recognize that some siblings may need professional support for
healing

Understand that amends is a process, not a one-time conversation

Rebuilding Steps:

Start with small, consistent contacts rather than grand gestures
Respect boundaries they establish about contact

Focus on creating new positive experiences together

Acknowledge special events and milestones in their lives

Be patient with the process of rebuilding trust

When Professional Help Is Needed

Sometimes, siblings need additional support beyond family resources:

Signs professional help might be beneficial:

Persistent depression, anxiety, or mood changes

Significant changes in sleep, appetite, or daily functioning
Isolation from peers or activities previously enjoyed
Academic decline or work difficulties

Risky behaviors including substance experimentation
Expressions of hopelessness or suicidal thoughts



e TInability to discuss family situations without overwhelming
emotion
e Physical symptoms without medical cause

Types of professional support:

Individual therapy (particularly trauma-informed approaches)
Family therapy with addiction specialization

Support groups specifically for siblings

School-based counseling services

Recovery coaching for family members

Educational programs about addiction and family systems

At Aspire Impact Network, we offer:

Family-focused case management

Referrals to specialized services

Educational programs about addiction

Support groups for family members

Individual and family counseling

Resources for all family members affected by addiction

Contact us at (402) 759-2210 for information about these services.

Hope for Healing: Sibling Recovery Stories

Names and details have been changed to protect privacy

Megan's Journey: Growing up with an older brother addicted to opioids,
Megan became the family "hero," maintaining perfect grades while
internally struggling with anxiety and resentment. Through therapy and
a sibling support group, she learned to set boundaries, express her
needs, and develop an authentic relationship with her brother during
his recovery. "I realized I had the right to my own life and
feelings," she says. "Paradoxically, when I focused less on saving
everyone else, our whole family began to heal."

Tyler's Path: As the younger brother of someone struggling with
alcohol use disorder, Tyler's teenage years were marked by
embarrassment, anger, and eventually his own substance
experimentation. Through family therapy and mentoring, Tyler
discovered healthy ways to process his emotions and rebuilt his
identity beyond "the addict's brother." Today, he volunteers with
youth whose families are affected by addiction. "Understanding that
her addiction wasn't about me helped me find compassion without
sacrificing my own wellbeing," he reflects.

Siblings in Recovery Together: After years of estrangement, Sophia and
her brother Marcus (both in recovery from different substances)
reconnected through a family healing program. "We realized we were
both trying to escape the same family pain, just in different ways,"



Sophia shares. "Recovery for us meant not just sobriety but healing
our relationship with each other. Now we support each other's journeys
instead of triggering each other's wounds."

These stories illustrate that healing is possible, though rarely
linear. With support, siblings can transform their pain into growth,
wisdom, and even purpose.

Conclusion: The Healing Journey

The path to healing for siblings affected by a loved one's addiction
involves acknowledging pain, processing complex emotions, establishing
healthy boundaries, reclaiming personal development, and engaging in
supportive connections. Though often overlooked in the family recovery
process, siblings' experiences and healing are essential to whole-
family wellness.

If you're a sibling impacted by addiction, remember:

Your feelings and experiences matter

You deserve support for your own journey

You are not responsible for causing or curing another's addiction
You can love someone while setting necessary boundaries

Healing happens in connection with others who understand

Your own life and development deserve attention and nurturing

At Aspire Impact Network, we believe in the resilience of families and
the possibility of healing even after significant pain. By giving
voice to every family member's experience—including the vital
perspective of siblings—we create the conditions for authentic
recovery that honors each person's journey.

Additional Resources

Books

e "Addict in the House: A No-Nonsense Family Guide Through
Addiction and Recovery" by Robin Barnett

e "Everything Changes: Help for Families of Newly Recovering
Addicts" by Beverly Conyers

e '"Surviving an Eating Disorder: Strategies for Family and Friends"
by Michele Siegel, Judith Brisman, and Margot Weinshel

e '"Beautiful Boy: A Father's Journey Through His Son's Addiction"
by David Sheff

e '"Codependent No More" by Melody Beattie

Online Resources



Siblings of Addiction (SOA): siblingsofaddiction.org
National Association for Children of Addiction: nacoa.org
SAMHSA's National Helpline: 1-800-662-HELP (4357)
Al-Anon/Alateen: al-anon.org

Partnership to End Addiction: drugfree.org

Local Resources

Aspire Impact Network: (402) 759-2210
Alcohol and Drug Solutions (Lincoln, NE)
Region 5 Systems Family Services
Nebraska Family Helpline: 1-888-866-8660
Local Al-Anon and Alateen meetings

This guide was developed by Aspire Impact Network to support siblings
affected by addiction. While we've made every effort to provide
helpful information, this guide is not a substitute for professional
mental health services when needed.
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