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Rules in the Chemically Dependent Family 

Source: Robert Subby, Lost in the Shuffle, the Co-dependent Reality, Health Communications, Inc., Pompano Beach, Florida, 

1987.  

 

Rules are a necessary part of maintaining order in life . . . and we could not live without them . . . I want 

to raise questions about how those family rules are used and misused . . . and to draw attention to the 

consequences of the crazy-making family rules we live by.  

 

Rule 1: It's not okay to talk about problems. We learn the no-talk rule from what our parents say 

("don't tell others about what goes on in this house") and what parents do (parents don't talk about 

problems although tension may be hanging heavy in the air). We learn to avoid our problems. When we 

can't talk about things that bother us, we are likely to act them out, and things get worse.  

 

Rule 2: It's not okay to talk about or express our feelings openly. Because of cultural expectations, 

Americans are restrained about expressing true emotions. We just aren't supposed to talk about some 

emotions. In the dysfunctional family the emotional blocking is even a greater problem. We don't go 

into feelings, we don't explore them, and we don't talk about them. ("Keep that up and I'll give you 

something to cry about.") As well, we get that message in more subtle ways such as when a frightened 

child tries to crawl into a parent's lap. The parent becomes tense and uncomfortable with his/her own 

feelings and can't deal with the child's feelings. The parents can handle closeness as long as it's at arm's 

length.  

 

Rule 3: Don't address issues or relationships directly. Communication is done indirectly, with one 

person acting as messenger between two others (triangulation) . . . issues are about "you and me and 

the __________." Children have little power over adults, yet they are burdened to "fix things up" 

between non-communicating parents. This communication produces confusion and guilt for everyone. 

When it explodes, the children believe they are the cause of their parents' problems.  

 

Rule 4: Always be strong, always be good, always be perfect. In the dysfunctional family, an ideal is 

created about what is good and right and best . . . and is far removed from what is possible and realistic. 

We end up punishing ourselves and others because our expectations are not met. Being okay and 

feeling together inside requires that we maintain control over things on the outside. Letting go is 

frightening. Love is dependent on what we do, not on who we are.  

 

Rule 5: Don't be selfish. We learn to view ourselves as wrong for placing our needs before the needs of 

others. Normally, there are times in life when it makes good sense to take care of ourselves first. If we 

believe our own needs are wrong, then we will never be able to ask directly for those needs to be met. 

We learn to manipulate to get personal needs met or we learn to take care of others. Without 

somebody to take care of, we feel we have no purpose or worth. Guilt and shame are strong, 



dominating feelings. We continue to let ourselves be used, then feel resentful, bitter and angry, and still 

our needs aren't met.  

 

Rule 6: Do as I say . . . not as I do. This rule teaches us not to trust. If we are taught by our parents to be 

honest, then see our parents being dishonest, we become confused and suspicious. We stop trusting 

and begin to count only on ourselves. What we see is inconsistency. What we know is that the only 

certain thing is that nothing is for sure. In The Road Less Traveled, M. Scott Peck writes that the rule "Do 

as I say, not as I do," is one of the most destructive messages parents can give their children. We tell 

ourselves and others that it is important to be true to ourselves, but in reality we are not. We are thinly 

disguised hypocrites. We do not do as we say.  

 

Rule 7: It's not okay to play. In the dysfunctional family, the world is a very serious place. Life is seen as 

difficult and painful. We work twice as hard as everyone else to feel okay. Having a project or some crisis 

to deal with gives us a sense of purpose. We believe that what we do is a measure of who we are. 

Identity and self-worth are linked to a job. The longer we deny our need to play, the more we suffer. We 

abandon ourselves, but blame others for our inability to be spontaneous or genuine.  

 

Rule 8: Don't rock the boat. Every family is a system and each person has a role. The rules help each 

person know his/her part. Stability is one of the positive results of healthy family rules. All systems have 

a self-adjusting mechanism, a desire for homeostasis. The family adjusting to change is a health quality. 

In families where there are lots of unresolved issues such as alcoholism, chemical dependency, physical 

or sexual abuse, the system also seeks to maintain a type of balance, but the balance it seeks to 

maintain is an unhealthy one. The system seeks to maintain itself and the rules don't allow for healthy 

change. "Don't rock the boat" is the master rule. It is the rule that rules. 



 


