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Transcript: Enabling; What it is and how not to do it 
 
 
Ginny Mills: Hi, there. I'm Ginny Mills, and this is the other PTA, Parenting Through Addiction 
Towards Recovery. And I'm here tonight to share with you the most recent parent guide 
dedicated to the subject of enabling, how to know what it is, and when you're doing it, and more 
importantly, what to do about it. So I wanna start off by sharing you a little story. My good 
friend, Geraldine Winfield, was one of my early mentors in my career as a therapist and as an 
addiction specialist. Geraldine, in the language that only Geraldine could use, would say "Honey, 
you know what we used to call codependency and enabling?" I'd say, "No, Geraldine." She'd say, 
"We used to call that love." She's right. Codependency and enabling are doing all the wrong 
things, but most importantly, for all the right reasons. Geraldine helped me to really appreciate 
that enabling and codependent behaviors and protectiveness on the part of family members who 
have sons, or daughters, or husbands, or wives, or mothers, or fathers, or sisters, or brothers 
affected by the disease of addiction, when they engaged in that behavior, it truly is driven by love 
and the desire to protect. 
 
 And the truth is that as human beings, we are like every other creature, and that that is an innate 
instinct. That is an innate instinct very much like the mama bear, papa bear that protects the cub. 
And so we know it's instinctive, and yet when it comes to dealing with a son or a daughter who is 
actively engaged in substance use and possibly even has moved into the realm of addiction, it is 
just a game changer. All the rules change, all the desire to protect needs to be suspended, and 
replaced instead by a willingness to learn and better understand how to respond in a way that's 
not instinctive, but much more effective in dealing with a son or daughter and their substance 
use. Because the truth is that those circumstances of using affect their behavior, and by 
extension, create the opportunity for you to fall into the trap of enabling. 
 
 So I wanna also point out that you're gonna recognize yourself in this video. It's just the truth, 
and I want you to be prepared for it, and I want you to know two things. One, I don't think you're 
a bad person and a bad parent if you've engaged in these behaviors. Why? Because I know that 
whatever behaviors you've engaged in, you've done so because you were a loving, protective 
parent. And I will never ever scold, or criticize for the desire to love or protect your child. 
Second of all is that there's nothing to be gained by beating yourself up about it, so I really 
wanna encourage you to say, "This is something that I did for the right reasons, but now I know 
that it's backfired." Chances are you already know that, and so I want you to try to extend some 
grace to yourself, and I want you to know that I haven't been spying on you or repeating a story 
that I know that you personally told me, but rather the examples that I'm gonna use in this parent 
guide come from years and years of experience as an addiction therapist and years and years of 
being a parent because I've done some of these things, too. 
 
 So let's start off with talking about a general definition of enabling. The dictionaries give all 
sorts of examples, or all sorts of definitions. Some people would say that enabling is anytime you 
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do something for someone, that they can do for themselves. It's a miracle my younger daughter 
ever learned how to tie her shoes because my husband was always in a hurry, and he was like, 
"Come on, I'll do it and we'll go, and we'll work on this later." Guess what? She finally did learn 
how to tie her shoes, but a lot later because my husband would always do it for her. So that's one 
kind of enabling, when you do something for someone that they can do for themselves. When 
you rescue from the consequences of their actions, that's one kind of enabling. When you do 
something to help them be self-destructive, because you somehow see it as better than the 
alternative. And interestingly, some of the dictionaries say that to enable is to give authority or to 
give power. Wow! Last thing you wanna do in a situation involving substance use, or addictive 
behavior. 
 
 So for our purposes, I wanna utilize a working definition, which is to do or to choose not to do 
things that make it easier for your son or daughter to keep doing something that's not good for 
them, and in doing so, teaching them to expect that from you in the future, and by extension, 
giving them power and authority. So let's repeat that one more time. To do or choose not to do 
things that make it easy for your son or daughter to keep doing something that's not good for 
them, and in so doing, teaching them to expect that in the future, and by extension, giving them 
power and authority. Again, you're gonna recognize yourself in some of these examples. And we 
know that you were acting with hope and expectation that your children would learn from their 
mistakes, and make better decisions next time. But when it comes to dealing with substance use, 
we know that that was not a reasonable expectation and it's not likely to happen. 
 
 So for our discussion tonight, we're gonna cover four areas. We're gonna cover responsibility 
rescue, financial rescue, consequential rescue, and behavioral enabling. So we're gonna start with 
responsibility rescue, and it starts so innocently. The third grader who leaves their lunch money, 
their textbook, their homework. The sixth grader that leaves their flute, or that leaves the 
permission slip for the field trip at home. It's easy to understand why we sometimes fall into the 
trap of rescuing them from that responsibility by driving to the school and turning in that 
forgotten item. Depending on how important it was to your son or daughter that you do that 
rescue, you might get an unexpected benefit because if your son or daughter is extremely 
relieved and extremely appreciative, they make you feel like a rock star, like you are the best 
mom, the best dad ever because you came through in a clutch. And so it gives you a positive 
reinforcement, as a parent, to do that next time. It also gives them the reassurance that if they 
forget again, that you're gonna come through. Again, we are teaching our children to expect more 
of this in the future. 
 
 Some other examples of responsibility rescue when we start to look at older kids, teenagers and 
young adults are when we, again, do things for them that they could choose to do for themselves, 
but haven't. So for example, you've been really encouraging your son or daughter to get a job. 
You feel like if they would do something productive with their downtime, they would learn some 
responsibility, they'd make some money of their own, they would be in a positive environment 
and have less unstructured free time on their hands. But somehow they just don't get that job 
application filled out. Matter of fact, they don't even know who's hiring. And so suddenly you 
find yourself browsing the want ads, browsing Craigslist, browsing Indeed, or Monster, or 
whatever the local job site is for your community; and you're identifying jobs for them to apply 
for. So you tell them that, but somehow they just don't ever seem to get around to apply. 
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 The next thing you know, you're actually filling out the job application in hopes that if they get a 
call for an interview, maybe then they will feel sufficiently inspired to make the effort to actually 
get the job. Similarly, you know that those college application deadlines are coming up faster 
than you can imagine. And they've got that universal application, where if you fill out the one 
that can apply to a whole bunch of different colleges, somehow you find yourself filling that out 
just to help get the ball rolling, just to help make it easier for them to meet those deadlines. In 
fact, you might even write the essay, or do the homework, or do the science project, or complete 
the assignment that's needed in order to apply for college, be able to make the deadlines for the 
school project, or some other requirement that has a deadline approaching and you're afraid your 
son or daughter just isn't gonna get it done. And so in your effort to make sure that they don't 
experience any consequences, you accept responsibility by doing it for them. 
 
 Now some household things are pretty common, doing their laundry, cleaning their room. We 
fall into that trap because we can't stand it. We can't stand that their room is a disaster. We can't 
stand it that they've been wearing the same pair of jeans for two weeks because you haven't done 
their laundry, and they won't do it either. You start to feel like they are just playing a game of 
chicken with you, and you can't stand it anymore. And so you do the laundry, you clean the 
room, you clean the bathroom. You find yourself doing for them things that at this stage in their 
lives, they should be learning to do or taking responsibility to do for themselves just as a part of 
being a young adult, as an adolescent who's trying to learn how to do the things that are gonna be 
part of adult life. When you find yourself engaging in those sorts of responsibility rescue, it's 
because usually you don't wanna see your son or daughter fail. You want to see your son or 
daughter meet the deadline, be able to have the opportunities, be able to follow through with 
moving on to the next stage of their lives. And so when you see them not acting on those things, 
you start to worry that maybe they're not gonna move on. 
 
 One kind of responsibility rescue is related to circumstances where your son or daughter makes 
bad decisions that result in damages, losses, or messes. So in a situation where your son or 
daughter should be responsible for actually cleaning up the mess they made, repairing the 
damage that they caused, or replacing something that's been lost or pawned, or otherwise 
affected by their decision, when we fall into the trap of taking care of that cleanup, repair, 
replacement ourselves, we rescue them from having to do that. There is nothing like the learning 
opportunity to show your son how to repair a damaged hole in a sheetrock. They've gotten upset, 
they've gotten mad, they've punched a door, they've punched a hole on the sheetrock; that's a 
perfect opportunity for your son or daughter to both learn responsibility, the cost of repair, and 
the actual time it takes to do the repair. 
 
 So it's a great opportunity to say, "Okay, that's a really unfortunate decision you made. We're 
gonna go to the hardware store, we're gonna get the materials that you need in order to be able to 
make this repair. In fact, we're gonna use your money to buy the supplies. We're gonna come 
back, I'm gonna help you learn how to do this for yourself. I know it may not be perfect, but I'm 
gonna let you take the opportunity to learn how to do something, so that you have a full 
appreciation for all that goes into repairing this hole in the wall that came as a result of an 
explosive moment." And so when we fail to take those opportunities, we enable, we expend our 
time, energy, money, frustration for the sake of cleaning up that mess, making that repair on 
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behalf of your son or daughter, instead of allowing them to learn how to do that for themselves. 
 
 Responsibility rescue naturally bleeds into financial rescue. That's an example where you are 
paying for things or giving money, or sending mixed messages in terms of the way you use your 
money for other spending that really complicates your child's understanding of financial 
responsibility. So let's talk about some of those examples. Providing funds for personal spending, 
even though you know that your son or daughter does have a job, did get money for graduation, 
or birthday, or Christmas, does have some personal savings or at least you thought they did. "Oh, 
poof! No money. Now I need money." So how does that happen? Well, one of two ways. Either 
your son or daughter has sucked that money away, and wants you to give them money so they 
don't have to use their own; or much more likely, they've spent that money unwisely, perhaps 
even on drugs or alcohol, and now they need you to come through with money that they need for 
something else, something that you would have expected them to be able to pay for for 
themselves. Like school supplies, like a CD that they've been wanting, a video game, money to 
take their girlfriend out for Valentine's Day. 
 
 And so personal expenses that you would have expected them to be able to pay for for 
themselves, and suddenly now you're the safety net. So that's one example. There's also that 
illustration of when we give money for special things that we want them to have, even though 
they're actively engaged in behavior that we do not want to reinforce. And so somehow we look 
at paying for things that we want them to have as an encouragement for them to make better 
decisions, but we've made no relationship between the two. There's no implied positive 
reinforcement here, and so we're sending a really mixed message. 
 
 We're saying, "Yeah, you were late for curfew four nights and four weekends in a row, but I 
know spring break is coming up, and I know you wanna take that trip with all your friends. Sure, 
I'll cover that. I'll cover the concert tickets, the hockey game tickets, I'll cover the prom tickets, 
or the expenses for something that... That car that you've been working on in the garage. I'll 
cover those things because I want you to have those things. I want you to be able to enjoy things 
that other teenagers or other young adults are enjoying, even though I know that you're making 
lots of really bad decisions." And so we send really mixed messages that say, "You can do this 
bad stuff over here, but I'll still come through with the good stuff." 
 
 So another example is any time you give cash for a proposed reasonable purchase. If this was a 
typical situation, you might not require a receipt, you might not require evidence that the cash 
you gave was actually used for the purpose that it was intended for, but this is not a typical 
situation. You have a son or daughter that's demonstrated the willingness to use drugs or alcohol 
in a way that's gotten your attention in a big way. And so when you give cash, even if it's for a 
good reason, you run the risk that they take that cash and go right down the street, buy drugs or 
alcohol with it, and put it in their bodies as if you actually did that yourself. You might as well 
give them drugs or alcohol, as give them cash without any sort of expectation of a receipt or 
evidence that they actually follow through. 
 
 So those are some examples of financial rescue that are a little bit different than the positive 
reinforcement kind of financial situation, where you are consciously choosing to extend that 
opportunity for reward to your son or daughter in hopes that they will make and sustain behavior 
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change. So it's a whole lot more fun to give rewards than it is to give consequences, I get that. 
But when it comes to substance use, your reward cannot possibly exceed the reward of the 
dopamine rush. When drugs and alcohol hit the brain, the dopamine flood gives a kind of 
euphoria, a kind of emotional, physical, even spiritual reward that is unsurpassed by your 
tangible reward that you try to give your son or daughter. So when you offer the car, the trip, the 
concert tickets, the cash reward if they will make behavior change, the likelihood of that yielding 
the result that you want and it being sustained is really not very good. Either they won't be able 
to do it at all, and they'll just lie and cover up for the sake of getting the reward; or they'll be able 
to sustain it long enough to get the reward, and then go right back to the old behavior. 
 
 There's some other examples of financial rescue that you do for all the right reasons simply 
because you were trying to prevent a current problem from becoming a bigger problem. These 
are when we do things like paying off high interest credit cards because we don't want credit 
records damaged, we don't want to have the IRS come after your son or daughter so you pay 
their tax bill, that you are trying to prevent some long-term consequence from happening because 
of a short-term problem. One of the more complicated examples of this is when you know that 
your son or daughter owes money to a drug dealer. You don't want that drug dealer to come and 
hurt your son or daughter, you don't want them showing up at your house, you don't want them 
threatening your child or your grandchild, and so you might actually go so far as to pay off the 
drug dealer. And that's one of those circumstances that when you recognize that you're 
considering doing that, that's an illustration of how your son or daughter's disease of insanity 
related to drugs or alcohol has turned into your insanity of drugs or alcohol. 
 
 Now you're thinking about paying off the drug dealer. You know what happens when you pay 
off the drug dealer? Their slate's wiped clean, now they can run up more credit to get more drugs 
without money. And guess who's gonna come after you the next time, because now they see you 
as the safety net to cover that debt? And so it's just like the ways in which when you give cash, 
you help improve the likelihood that that cash goes to drugs or alcohol. When you pay off the 
drug dealer, you create the opportunity for that credit to be wiped clean, and for the drug dealer 
to extend more credit to your son or daughter so they can keep using. 
 
 So we know that with grown-up people, sons and daughters who are not teenagers, not still in 
college but really sorta out in the grown-up world, we know that there are grown-up expenses 
like rent, utilities, car insurance, health insurance, phone bills, Internet. We know that you worry 
that if you don't take care of those expenses, your son or daughter might be homeless, cold, 
without water, that they might get evicted, that they might be driving around in a car that's 
uninsured, that they might get hurt or sick and not have health insurance to cover them, that you 
somehow are really, really afraid that if you don't cover those grown-up expenses, that something 
terrible is gonna happen. And it might. But I tell you one thing that will happen for sure, and that 
is that you take away the incentive to go hustle and get the job that will get the income, that will 
help cover at least some of those expenses. And so when you pay the rent, when you pay the 
power bill, when you pay the car insurance, you take away your son or daughter's incentive to 
get the job to pay the bills, to be financially responsible. 
 
 One of the more complicated examples of financial rescue is when the responsibility is for child 
support. It breaks our hearts to think about a grandchild or grandchildren suffering because your 
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son or daughter can't pay the child support. When your son or daughter doesn't pay child support 
and you do, again, it creates an incentive not only for your son or daughter to not pay it if they 
have the money, but it creates an incentive for the other parent to not hold your son or daughter 
responsible. Now there are two exceptions to the financial rescue that I really wanna extend 
some grace around. If you wanna communicate with your son or daughter's co-parent about the 
grandchildren, and to say, "I'm not gonna pay the child support. And I want you to work through 
the system, work through social services, or child support regulation to hold my son or daughter 
responsible for that. I want you to do that." 
 
 But if there is life-saving medication, if there is insulin, or allergy shots, or inhalers, or day-care 
expenses that honestly and truthfully cannot be paid by that co-parent unless the child support 
comes in, that's a time that you might decide to make an exception to be able to provide some 
funds directly to the creditor for those expenses. So you don't give cash to the co-parent, you 
don't give money to the co-parent. But maybe you buy diapers, maybe you buy insulin, maybe 
you pay the day care directly to make sure that your grandchild doesn't suffer. 
 
 The second exception to the financial rescue rule is that I would encourage you to consider 
paying health insurance for your son or daughter, if you're able. The truth is that when your son 
or daughter's pain related to their substance use does reach the point that they're willing to accept 
some help and get some treatment, if health insurance can be in place to help make that easier, I 
think that's a very worthwhile investment. So that might be an example where, if you can, I 
might encourage you to cover that particular expense in hopes that it can help contribute towards 
recovery when the time comes. So those are some examples of financial rescue that are related to 
protecting against negative outcomes. 
 
 The other kind of financial rescue is under the guise or the auspices of positive reinforcement. I 
get it that we would all rather give rewards, rather than consequences. But when it comes to 
addiction, your son or daughter's ability to delay their gratification long enough is probably just 
not there. And even if it is, they may sustain the behavior change long enough to get the reward, 
but not long enough to continue that behavior change that you were looking for. So when you 
make the promise, "If you'll stop using, if you can give me clean drug tests for 90 days, if you 
will not have any more criminal charges, if you can stay out of trouble for X period of time, I'll 
buy you a car, I'll give you a cash reward, I will pay for spring break in Cancún, I'll give you 
something that I know that you really want in exchange for you making positive behavior 
change," chances are, it's just not gonna happen, and even if it does, it's not likely to create an 
incentive for them to continue the behavior change that you were really hoping for. So I wanna 
discourage you from falling in the trap of using big financial rewards in exchange for behavior 
change related to drugs or alcohol because, in general, it just doesn't work. 
 
 Now let's move on to consequential rescue. Some of these seem so logical that we can't imagine 
that we ever fall into the trap. I'm not a liar. You're not a liar. We don't lie as a part of our 
everyday lives, but somehow in our effort to protect our child, we fall into the trap of lying and 
covering up. The boss calls the house and says, "Where's Eric? He was supposed to be at work 
two hours ago." Eric's in the bed, but you tell the boss, "Oh, he's really not feeling good. He was 
supposed to call in sick and let you know he wouldn't be there. I'm so sorry. He's really sick. I 
hope he'll be better, and that he can be there tomorrow." That is a lie. That's a cover-up that 



© 2017 Parenting Through Addiction, LLC 

you're using in hopes of protecting your son from being fired at his job. Suddenly, you find 
yourself falling into that trap because you want him to have a job. You don't want him to lose the 
job because if he loses the job, then suddenly you have to decide if you're gonna financially 
rescue. Suddenly, you're gonna know that now he has no structured productive time in his life, 
and so you really want him to keep that job. Now you find yourself in the business of lying and 
covering up. 
 
 Maybe you recognize that your son or daughter has had criminal charges, and you really don't 
want there to be anything serious on their record. The last thing that you want is for them to have 
a felony conviction, then they'll never get a job, then they might actually go to jail. And so in 
your effort to make sure that they don't experience consequences related to their using and the 
decisions that they're making related to that using, you are hiring a high-priced attorney. 
Remember, the attorney that your son or daughter can probably afford is a public defender, but in 
your desire to protect them from the consequences of their actions, you wanna hire the big 
attorney in hopes of being able to get those charges dropped. That's the goal. Remember, a 
counselor's job is to help your child make change in their behavior, and sometimes that means 
allowing them to experience some pain. But make no mistake, a lawyer's job is to get those 
charges dropped if there's any way possible, to get that sentence as lenient as possible to the 
extent of the law. So that's the lawyer's job. The lawyer doing their job, especially when you're 
paying the bill, is much more likely to help your son or daughter believe that they are able to 
make those bad decisions and get away with it. 
 
 One silly example of the way that we use lawyers is that we will pay a lawyer to represent our 
son and daughter in court, so that they don't even have to appear. Your son or daughter actually 
gets to have the luxury of knowing that the lawyer's gonna show up on their behalf and they don't 
even have to face their accuser, they don't even have to put on the suit, put on the nice clothes, go 
stand before the judge and say "Yes, sir" or "Yes, ma'am." They just get to let the lawyer that you 
hired go represent them in court. No pain at all. We've rescued them from the consequences of 
even having to appear in court. We may find ourselves appealing for leniency, or for charges to 
be waived, or disciplinary actions to be waived against our son or daughter by school officials, 
by law enforcement officers, by probation officers, by bosses at work, by landlords, by debt 
collectors. We ask for leniency, and we ask for an appeal to those disciplinary actions. 
 
 We also protect our children's consequences related to their reputation. We protect their 
reputation by covering up or lying or just not being transparent with people like grandparents, 
aunts and uncles, the pastor, the neighbors, the lifelong family friends. They ask how our son or 
daughter's doing, and we tell them, "Oh, she's just doing great. She's a freshman at so-and-so 
college. She's joined the sorority. She's having a ball. She's having the time of her life." In the 
meantime, you just got the call of the alcohol-related overdose from pledge night. That kind of 
cover-up is a form of consequential enabling, or consequential rescue. You're actually protecting 
your child's reputation from people who love them, who care about them, who trust you to tell 
them the truth, all because you're trying to protect your son or daughter's reputation. 
 
 Now we're gonna transition to behavioral enabling. These are the ones that you never thought 
you'd do. These are the ones that when they told you at PTA that you should fight the temptation 
to fall into the trap of believing that by providing drugs or alcohol at home, your son or daughter 
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might not use out in the community. By having the keg party at your house, and making sure that 
everyone stays at your house and doesn't drive home, then that way you are safeguarding against 
your son or daughter being out in the world in some strange place, in some field having a party at 
a bonfire. You think you are actually making a safer decision, as if your son or daughter might 
not be at the bonfire in the field anyway. You send your son or daughter the mixed message that 
says, "You can do this as long as it's on my watch. I'll even pay for the beer." Or you fall into the 
trap of thinking, "Well, if I buy the marijuana, then maybe he won't go looking for other drugs. 
Actually, since I smoke marijuana I know it's not that big a deal, everybody does it. They're even 
legalizing it all over the country. So if I can satisfy my son or daughter's desire to experience that 
high by giving them the opportunity to buy marijuana, then maybe they won't use some of those 
harder drugs." 
 
 The truth is, that's a mixed message, that's enabling in its own way. When you allow your son or 
daughter to use in your home, when you allow your son or daughter to bring other people in your 
home, when you allow your son or daughter to sell drugs out of your car, your home, the barn on 
your family property, you unintentionally are really, really pouring gas on the flame of addiction. 
I get it that you are somehow trying to safeguard. Any time parents make the decision to enable, 
there's a good reason that goes along with it. You're trying to protect, you're trying to do damage 
control, you're trying to ensure the likelihood that your son or daughter has a chance for a stable, 
happy successful future. All of those reasons for wanting to do those things are good ones. I get 
that. And anytime you engage in behavior that protects your son or daughter by expending your 
effort, your time, your money, your energy, your hope, your patience, when it's related to their 
active use of substances and related bad decisions, even if you can't link it directly to it, when 
you know your son or daughter is actively using and you see those bad decisions being made, 
you can better believe it's because they are compromising their ability to exercise good judgment 
by their drug use. 
 
 And so when you rescue, when you protect, when you provide, when you help them be able to 
continue those bad behaviors, those bad decisions, that using, you actually are spending all of 
your resources to feed the addiction. Let me say that again. When you enable, you are expending 
your resources to feed the addiction, instead of reserving your resources to feed, and fund, and 
help provide for treatment and recovery when the son or daughter is actually ready to act on it. 
You also protect them from the pain that creates the willingness and the motivation to do 
something different, like accept the help and pursue recovery. So remember, when you rescue, 
not only do you teach them to expect it next time, you are giving the clear message that they can 
count on you to be there, to pick up the chips every single time. 
 
 Another part of consequential rescue that you may not have thought about is that it brings 
consequences to you. What kind of consequences? When you lie, you feel guilty. When you lie 
to other people that you're in a relationship with, at some point, they find out and that threatens 
your credibility with them. Now you are no longer a trustworthy person. When you appeal 
disciplinary actions for your child or help your child get out of legal skirmishes, you actually 
send the message to the world that you think that the rules don't apply to your child, that there 
should be different rules for your child than everybody else's kid. Now I know you don't really 
think that, but that's the message that you send the world when you do this kind of rescue and 
enabling. 
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 So let's go back to Geraldine. Remember that story? "Remember what we call codependency 
and enabling, Ginny? We call that love." It's love. It's love that drives it all. It's that innate 
protective instinct. But you have come to recognize that that innate protective instinct does not 
work when it comes to situations like these. And so as an informed parent, you are trying to learn 
how to not enable, what to do differently so that you can improve the likelihood that you don't 
contribute to your son or daughter's drug or alcohol problem. So now that you've got some ideas 
about what enabling really is, let's look at how you decide to stop enabling. When you do, you 
allow your son or daughter to face the reality that their actions have consequences, and to learn 
from natural consequences. Natural consequences are the ones that you don't have to impose. All 
you have to do is not get in the way. You just have to let them happen. And so if you can allow 
them to learn from some natural consequences, it doesn't necessarily mean that their behavior 
changes, but what it does mean is that they experience some distress. 
 
 Now I know that what I just said doesn't make any sense. Obviously, we want their behavior to 
change. But the truth is that if they've reached the point in their substance use where they truly 
are out of control, they are not able to sustain behavior change as long as they're continuing to 
use. They are not able. Therefore, in absence of ability, what will result in behavior change will 
be an increase in their willingness. So what is it that creates willingness? Pain. I'm sorry to tell 
you. Pain creates distress. Distress creates willingness. Willingness leads to the opportunity to 
accept the help that's needed to make and sustain change. So when you rescue your child from 
pain, you in essence extend the length of time that it's gonna take for them to decide to accept the 
help and start to get well. When you allow them to feel that pain, it moves them in the direction 
that you want them to go. 
 
 So I wanna talk a little bit about the difference between tough love, and nurturing without 
rescue. Tough love is one of those things that it's spouted by people who either haven't done it, or 
people who have reached the point in their relationship with their son or daughter where they feel 
like that's the only solution. To literally get out of the way, let the free fall happen, let him fall as 
far to the bottom as they possibly can until they come calling out, only to say, "Daddy, will you 
please help me?" I'm here to tell you that this is the only disease where we somehow wait for 
people to get as sick as possible before we offer treatment. And I think that's crazy. I'm here to 
tell you that I want you to nurture your relationship with your son or daughter. I want you to 
nurture your son or daughter in the midst of their pain, through their pain, until they are able to 
accept that lifeline when you throw it. And every consequence creates a crisis. Every crisis 
creates an opportunity for you to throw that lifeline. 
 
 And so when we prevent the crises from happening, we also miss the opportunity. So I wanted 
you to start to think about this idea of nurturing without rescue. Because that's really the solution, 
and it helps us to be able to feel like we're not going against our innate instincts, we are not 
abandoning our children, we are not allowing them to crash and burn to the very bottom before 
we offer the lifeline. 
 
 So let's talk more about what it means to balance your boundaries with compassion. As your 
children run up against those boundaries and you make the decision to hold them, to choose not 
to rescue them from responsibilities, choose not to pay for them to experience some relief, 
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choose not to rescue them from their consequences, and choose not to literally assist them in 
using drugs and alcohol, they are gonna feel some distress. Remember, that's good in a strange 
kinda way. Distress creates willingness, willingness creates motivation to change. And so by 
extension, as you are there to nurture, you operate like you used to when they were little guys 
and little girls. 
 
 Do you remember going to the kindergarten or pre-kindergarten pediatrician appointment? It 
wasn't like taking a newborn to get immunizations. This five-year-old knew exactly what was 
coming. This five-year-old knew there were gonna be shots, knew there was gonna be a trip to 
the doctor's office, and did not like it. But what did you do? You let 'em wear their favorite T-
shirt, or favorite sweatshirt. Maybe you let them go in their pajamas. You let 'em take their lovey, 
their attachment item. You asked for a Batman band-aid or a Powerpuff Girls band-aid. And you 
took 'em out for ice cream after, and you gave 'em lots of love and nurture. But they got the shot. 
Why? Because they needed the shot to protect them. So in the same way, when you choose to not 
rescue, not enable, not protect your child in this way, you can still extend that nurture, but we're 
gonna get the shot. "I know it's uncomfortable, I know it hurts, I know you don't like it, I know 
you're gonna cry. But we're gonna do it anyway." 
 
 I want you to hold on to that image because that image will help you use compassion, instead of 
anger, to give you courage. That when you're choosing to hold that boundary, and to not rescue, 
that you can nurture, and you can be compassionate, and let that give you courage to hold the 
line because you are still coming from a place of love, instead of from a place of anger. So let's 
be clear that deciding not to enable does not mean that you don't care, it means that you admit 
that you can't control your son or daughter's behavior. It does not mean that you're cutting 
yourself off, it means that you're gonna try to stay engaged to the degree that it's safe for you, in 
a way that offers nurture and compassion without rescue. It does not mean that you delight in 
their suffering, even though you know that suffering can create the motivation to do something 
different and to accept the help. Deciding not to enable does mean that you let natural 
consequences speak for themselves so that you can reserve your words for compassion, for 
nurture, for affirmation for when things are going right. 
 
 Sometimes we get so frustrated by all that's going wrong, that we forget that all human beings 
need to be affirmed for the good decisions that they make. And so I want you to reserve your 
words for the nurture, the compassion, the affirmation for good decisions, and for the hope, and 
for the lifeline that you wanna offer when your son or daughter might be experiencing enough 
distress to make a good decision. Instead, let the natural consequences do their own talking. That 
way, you don't have to talk to scold, to shame, to lecture about all the things that you're frustrated 
by. Reserve your words for nurture, compassion and affirmation; and let the consequences speak 
for themselves. 
 
 Deciding not to enable means that you can continue to care about, you just don't decide to care 
for, to support without fixing, to stay out of the middle of their drama, to allow your son or 
daughter to have a clear view of their reality. And lastly, by taking care of yourself and 
preserving your resources, you model for your child what you want them to do for themselves. 
You want them to take care of themselves, you want them to take responsibility for their actions, 
you want them to make the hard decision. So that means that you model that for them. Preserve 
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your resources. Instead of expending them on the addiction, expend them for recovery. 
 
 So exactly how do you do that? When you find yourself wanting to rescue and protect, I want 
you to ask yourself these four questions. Are you ready? "Am I okay if this situation happens 
again? Am I gonna be willing to do this over and over? Do I want to give my son or daughter 
power and authority in this situation? Is there really nothing that my son or daughter can learn 
from this situation?" And number four, "Can I rescue or protect my son or daughter, without 
hurting myself along the way; without expending my energy, my money, my patience, my hope, 
my effort? Can I do that without violating my own values, or hurting my own relationships?" If 
you answer "No" to any one of those questions, I hope you'll pause. If you answer "No" to all of 
them, then absolutely positively that's your litmus test to be able to say, "This is not a good idea. 
I should not be rescuing in this situation." 
 
 When you can, I hope you convey compassion and articulate that you have confidence in them 
to try to figure out how to solve this situation for themselves, even if it's uncomfortable. 'Cause 
you never want to give the message to your son or daughter that you don't think they're capable. 
You want them to believe in themselves, you want them to know that you believe in them. Now 
I'll grant you, you may really doubt their ability to get themselves out of this situation, but if you 
rescue them, that's as good as telling them, "I don't believe in you. I don't believe that you are 
capable. I don't believe that you have it in you to be responsible, so I'm gonna step up to the 
plate, keep you dependent and be irresponsible one yet again." 
 
 I'm a really big fan of scripts. I think it's really helpful for you to write your own script about 
what you're gonna say in these situations where you feel compelled to rescue or enable, so that 
you have the opportunity to be succinct, to the point, and be able to get it out without being so 
emotional, without reacting to their emotion. Because trust me, when you express a 
determination that you're gonna hold your ground, that you're gonna hold the boundary, and 
exercise those reasonable limits, expectations, or boundaries, you are gonna get an emotional 
response, and their emotional response is gonna trigger one from you. So if you've got your 
script, it's easier to get it out. 
 
 So some of the examples of scripts I encourage are things like saying, "Wow! I am so sorry. Oh! 
Tell me all about it. Man, that stinks. I love you, and I know this is really hard. Are you ready to 
do something about this thing yet? Are you ready to get some help?" And if the answer to that 
question is "Yes," then the next question needs to be, "So I think that's great, I really do think this 
would be a good time to take that action. If I give you the number to the treatment program, 
would you call? Would you call right now, and go ahead and get the process started?" And if the 
answer to that question is no, or the answer to that "Are you ready for help?" question is no, then 
your next statement needs to be, "Then what's your plan? How are you gonna deal with this?" 
Because if their answer to that question is, "Well, I want you to pay that ticket. I want you to get 
me a lawyer. I want you to bail me out of jail. I want you to blah, blah, blah," that's when you 
give the problem back to them and say, "Honey, I love you and I know this is hard, but this is 
your problem to solve. And I know that even though it's uncomfortable, you're gonna have to 
deal with this so it doesn't happen again." 
 
 That's the hard part, is to be able to give the problem back to them, tolerate their emotional 
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reaction, and be able to hold your ground. You can do that if you increase your compassion, and 
communicate your confidence that they can figure out what to do even though it's uncomfortable. 
I want you to write your own script, 25 words or less. What are you gonna say the next time you 
get the request to rescue or enable? I want you to practice it in the shower, I want you to practice 
it in the car, I want you to practice it in front of the mirror at home. I want you to practice it until 
the next time it happens, it comes out just like that. I want you to write your own script about 
how to say no the next time. 
 
 I also want you to reflect on how you want to be more transparent and more honest with people 
who ask you what's going on with your son or daughter. Now depending on who they are, you 
may need to exercise more discretion. Some people are just nosy, and they really don't have a 
right to have that information. So with the nosy people, you can simply say something honest but 
limited and discreet, like "Well, he's having a hard time right now. We hope he's gonna make 
some better decisions. If you see him, you're welcome to ask him how he's doing, but I think I'll 
let that be his story to tell. For now, I'll just ask you to keep him in your thoughts." And if you're 
a praying person maybe you say, "Keep him in your prayers." 
 
 But when it comes to people that love you and love him or her, I hope you'll be willing to be a 
little bit more transparent. I hope you won't feel the need to be so discreet. I hope you'll be 
willing to say things like, "Thanks for asking about her. She's having a pretty hard time right 
now, and we're really pretty worried about her. We thought it was just typical, doing what kids 
do, partying, and having a good time, but it seems to be getting much more serious than that. And 
we're really worried that she might need some treatment, so that she can have a chance to get 
well." When you do that, when you invite other people into your circle, you give them a chance 
to support you. You give them a chance to know what's going on honestly with your child. You're 
not enabling by protecting their reputation. It allows them to be a part of the solution. It also 
means that they are somebody that you can confide in, so that you aren't suffering in this alone. 
Let me say that again. You've gotta have people in your life that you can confide in, so that you 
don't feel so alone. 
 
 Now I'll tell you that our parent-to-parent support group that is available for community 
members in our membership group are able to access the support and camaraderie from other 
parents who really get it, but that's not the same thing as from people that love you and love your 
child. When you invite them into your inner circle, you give them a chance to love and support 
you and your child in a way that protects you from feeling so alone, but also gives you an 
opportunity to set the stage from the very beginning that you know that your child's use of 
substances may have progressed to an illness level, and that this bad behavior is a symptom of 
that disease, and it's a disease for which they need treatment in order to have a chance to get 
well. So you're advocating, you're educating, and you're inviting them into your inner circle to 
love and support you, and love and support your child in a more honest way, with more integrity. 
 
 Ultimately, when you choose to fight the temptation to rescue, or protect, or enable, you allow 
your son or daughter to learn, you allow them to feel the pain, you allow them to develop 
willingness the same time you preserve your resources for the recovery battle ahead. Because the 
truth is, if you've spent all your money on lawyers, and fines, and fees, and paying somebody's 
rent, then you don't have money to contribute towards the cause of recovery. We want you to 
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preserve all of those resources: Your money, your time, your energy, your hope, your patience. 
Because all of those things could be needed for your son or daughter to experience recovery. So 
those are some of the reasons why it's really important. 
 
 I wanna extend a call for action for you to do three things today. First of all, I want you to make 
a list of the enabling behaviors that you know that you are prone to fall into. And beside each 
one, I want you to also write what you're afraid will happen if you don't do that. It explains what 
it is you're trying to safeguard against. So I want you to make that list, what your enabling risks 
are, and what you're afraid will happen. Then I want you to share that list. I want you to share 
that list with a co-parent, a good friend, a counselor, somebody in the parent-to-parent 
community. I want you to share that list and ask them to help you be accountable, and ask for 
their help when they see you falling into the trap of thinking that those are good decisions. And 
when you slip, and you're gonna slip, when you slip and fall into the trap, I want you to ask them 
to help you get back on track. 
 
 And when you don't slip, when you hold your ground, when you successfully fight the 
temptation to enable, I want you to look back at that list, and I want you to see, did this thing that 
I was afraid was gonna happen really happened? Were they really homeless? Did they really go 
to jail? Did they really get beat up, or raped in jail? Did those things really happen? Did they 
really kill themselves? Did they really take some awful action that you were afraid might 
happen? Or was that a fear that came within you, but in reality didn't happen when you held the 
line? Because when you can recognize that those worst fears rarely come true, it'll make it easier 
to hold your ground the next time. 
 
 So we know that you're not alone, we know that you know other parents who are on this same 
journey, and we also wanna extend the call for action for you to invite those parents into the 
Parenting Through Addiction community, into this other PTA. We wanna invite you to invite 
them to become a part of our community by sharing with them the Full Life member website as 
the starting place for how to get on our mailing list, for how to get that introductory parent guide, 
and for them to have an opportunity to benefit from the same information, resources, support, 
and consultation that you can get as a member of the parent-to-parent and Parenting Through 
Addiction community. 
 
 So we hope that you'll also check us out on the Facebook page for Parenting Through Addiction. 
All you have to do is search for Parenting Through Addiction in the search field and you'll see 
two groups that come up, one that's a public group and one that's a closed group. If you will go to 
the closed group and ask to join, I'll be sure to approve you as a part of the free closed Parenting 
Through Addiction Towards Recovery, the other PTA Facebook group, so that you can receive 
more information, more resources, more inspiration from me and other parents on the journey. 
So for tonight, I wanna thank you for joining me for this parent guide about enabling, what it is, 
how to prevent it, and what to do going forward in your life with your son or daughter, so that 
you are parenting through addiction towards the goal of recovery. Thanks. I'll see you next time. 
 


