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adolescents live with a parent with alcohol problems 
[1,2]. When estimating the number of unreported 
cases, this number increases even more [3]. Previous 
studies investigated the prevalence of mental disorders 
and psycho-systemical consequences on children of al-
coholics (CoAs). In the present study we concentrated 
on their learning behavior and performance at school. 
We assumed that addictive disorders within the fami-
ly context lead to a decompensated and deteriorated 
academic performance. Furthermore, the attachment 
qualities of affected adolescents and young adults were 
investigated, because an insecure or disorganized at-
tachment style often contributes to the development 
of addictive disorders.

Mental and physical health of CoAs
Previous research revealed significant differences be-

tween CoAs and controls with regards to several men-
tal and physical health outcomes. CoAs show a higher 
risk of becoming alcoholics themselves and developing 
other mental disorders during the transition from ado-
lescence to young adulthood. This was shown, for ex-
ample, by Ulrich, Stopsack, et al. [4], who found that 
German CoAs had a 2.4 times increased risk of alcohol 
disorders (16.9% vs. 7.9%), compared to children of the 
same age with non-alcoholic parents. They also showed 
more affective disorders (18.1% vs. 8.8%) and more 
Cluster-B personality disorders, i.e., borderline, anti-
social, histrionic, and narcissistic personality disorders 
(10.8% vs. 5.3%, p = 0.075). Similar findings have been 
found in other countries, for example in Denmark [5,6].

Serec, et al. [7] investigated various aspects of 
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health-related lifestyle, e.g. time spent on physical ac-
tivities, time spent on sedentary activities such as tele-
vision and internet, and eating habits. CoAs reported 
significantly poorer health behaviors than controls.

The association between parental problem drinking 
and their children’s problem drinking in young adult-
hood seems to be moderated by the quality of the re-
lationship. Finan, et al. [8] found that the still existent 
social support of the parents reduces the strength of 
the association.

Transmission process
Various studies investigated the mechanisms of how 

alcohol addiction and related health problems might be 
transmitted from the parental to the child’s generation. 
Pönsch (2012) [9] focused on pathological attachment 
of CoAs. He discussed the relationship between the dys-
functional behavior of addicted parents and the result-
ing attachment behavior of the children. He hypothe-
sized that the parents’ psychopathology constitutes dif-
ficult living conditions for their children, which may lead 
to pathological behavioral patterns or even addiction in 
adulthood. Pönsch (2012) [9] offered fundamental in-
formation about attachment behavior and addictions 
in the family, but did not discuss the academic conse-
quences of these experiences. Similarly, Zobel (2017) 
[10] considered the psychosocial environment, includ-
ing school only rudimentary. He described children’s 
emotional instability, emotional neglect, arbitrariness 
of parental behavior, a lack of support, a lack of interest, 
and ambiguous limits in family settings.

The attachment style of CoAs is particularly im-
paired when they have also had traumatic experiences 
like physical and sexual violence. This often results in 
an insecure attachment style, and mental health prob-
lems like depression, suicidal tendencies, panic disor-
der, violence, substance abuse, sexual problems, eating 
disorders. Borderline personality symptoms are even 
more likely than in CoAs without traumatic experiences 
[11,12].

Social and emotional competences such as emotion 
regulation are linked to the attachment style [13]. If the 
attachment style is impaired in CoAs, those competenc-
es will also be restricted. This was shown, for example, 
by Carle, et al. [14]. They investigated CoAs in a longitu-
dinal study with a control group, and their prevalence 
rate with regards to social and emotional competences 
and found a lower level of these competences on av-
erage in CoAs. In both groups, the competences were 
negatively associated with internalized symptoms and 
positively with positive affect.

Werner, et al. [15] determined that although longi-
tudinal studies about the development of CoAs are rare 
in community samples, they have become a major sub-
ject of scientific interest. Moreover, the authors could 
show that CoAs who did not become alcoholics them-

selves received more social support during adolescence 
than children who suffered from alcohol dependence. 
This fact emphasizes the need to offer social support to 
families with alcohol problems.

Learning behavior and academic performance
A previous research on academic consequences of 

parental alcohol addiction mainly used the calculation 
of means in samples of CoAs compared with controls. 
For example, Serec, et al. [7] found that CoAs reported 
poorer school performance, and CoAs’ families have 
higher unemployment rates and lower economic status. 
This was also found in other studies [16,17].

Not only was academic performance in general in-
vestigated, but also cognitive functions underlying 
worse performance. For example, Bennett, et al. [18] in-
vestigated 64 children from 37 families with an alcoholic 
parent. These were compared with 80 children from 45 
families without alcoholic parents with regards to intel-
ligence, cognitive performance, as well as mental and 
physical disorders, impulsiveness, hyperactivity, social 
competence, learning problems and behavior. There 
were significant differences between the two groups 
with regards to cognitive abilities, performance, and 
emotional functions. However, the focus of this study 
was not on learning behavior and academic perfor-
mance, but on general and multiple effects on mental 
functions.

The problem with the previous research strategy is 
that possible different typologies of academic perfor-
mance in CoAs cannot be detected. This is the topic of 
the present study.

Theoretical framework
Several systematic reviews and meta-analyses on 

academic achievement in adolescence have been pub-
lished so far [19,20]. Wang, et al. [20] organized all vari-
ables that were investigated to predict school achieve-
ment in a theoretical framework of six theoretical con-
structs: a) State and District Governance and Organiza-
tion; b) Home and Community Educational Contexts; c) 
School Demographics, Culture, Climate, Policies, and 
Practices; d) Design and Delivery of Curriculum and In-
struction; e) Classroom Practices; and f) Student Charac-
teristics. The topic of the present study, alcohol addic-
tion of parents, belongs to the home context (b), but is 
not mentioned as a variable that was investigated in any 
of the studies. The category of Home and Community 
Contexts belonged to the categories with the strongest 
mean association with school achievement. Similarly, 
Hattie [19] found that home variables such as socio-eco-
nomic status and parental support of learning are as-
sociated with school achievement with moderate effect 
sizes. But again, the specific variable of family addiction 
was not included. Thus, there is a need to investigate 
the role of alcohol addiction of parents and its associ-
ation with school achievement because it belongs to a 
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ing their family situation. They also gave information 
about the addicted parent and his/her drinking be-
havior. The first section focused on early infancy un-
til school entry.

2. Perception of the addiction problem: The second 
section was about the differences experienced 
between their own family and others. Furthermore, 
the participants were asked about the first time 
they realized about the parental addiction. This 
section aimed to explore the extent of the burden 
experienced.

3. Effects on learning behavior: This section referred 
to the consequences of the parental alcohol con-
sumption on learning behavior at school.

4. Search for support: The fourth section was about 
the search for pedagogical or therapeutic support 
and the reason for this.

5. Current experience: The last section concerned 
the question of how the parental addiction changed 
the children’s behavior at school, and which factors 
influenced their behavior positively or negatively.

The difference between questions 3 and 5 is that 
question 3 deals explicitly with the effects of parental 
drinking on school performance. Question 5 covers a 
range of general implications, including those that go 
beyond learning behavior and school life.

Data analysis
The data analysis was based on the grounded theory 

approach. The first step was to listen to the audio 
recorded interviews and read the notes which were 
written down during the interview. The audio data were 
transcribed with the f4transcript software (dr. dresing 
& pehl GmbH, Marburg, Germany). Afterwards, memos 
were added to the transcriptions in order to document 
hypotheses and thoughts from the very beginning. The 
memos were supposed to make a continuous reflection 
and triangulation of the data easier. Use of the memory 
was compulsory during data analysis.

Following the rules of the grounded theory method-
ology, codes, e.g. keywords which appeared repeatedly 
in the transcript, were collected. These codes were used 
to find differences, common ground, and behavior pat-
terns. The aim was to form categories based on these 
codes. The identified behavior patterns are subsequent-
ly called core categories. They are the basis to formu-
late typologies which represent the data precisely and 
analytically.

Results
Below, the interviews are summarized and the core 

categories and typologies are illustrated.

Interviews
First childhood memories: The participants did not 

category of variables that was found to be meaningfully 
related, but is as single variable not adequately investi-
gated so far.

Research question
The current study attempted to contribute to the sci-

entific research on the question of the consequences of 
parental pathological drinking on the learning behavior 
and academic performance of their children. The study 
focusses on the subjective experience of the children 
and does not include any physiological measures. Qual-
itative interviews were conducted with adolescents and 
young adults and analyzed with the grounded theory 
methodology. The study aimed to develop a model of 
the consequences of parental addiction on the adoles-
cents’ learning behavior. Thus, the research question 
was as follows: What are the consequences of the par-
ents’ pathological alcohol consumption on the subjec-
tive learning behavior and academic performance of the 
adolescents and young adults, considering their inter-
nalized attachment experiences? The hypothesis was 
that CoAs show a rather decompensated and deterio-
rated academic performance.

Methods
To answer the research question, the grounded the-

ory approach [21] was applied. This method is a system-
atic approach of qualitative research and develops a 
theory that best describes the data obtained. In a circu-
lar process of comparing the interview data from differ-
ent participants, core categories are developed which 
should lead to a typology beyond the data description 
and analysis.

Participants
The participants were recruited at psychotherapeu-

tic practices and through the mailing list of the Univer-
sity of Siegen. People who were raised by addicted par-
ents were asked to participate in a personal interview. 
All participants received a €30 voucher of a local shop-
ping mall as an incentive to participate.

The sample consisted of five women aged between 
16 and 24 years. No males answered the invitation 
to participate. Each participant in the study signed a 
declaration of consent before conducting the interview. 
In the case of an underage subject, this has taken over a 
custodial parent. The ethics commission of the German 
Association of Psychology (Deutsche Gesellschaft für 
Psychologie, DGPs) approved the study.

Interview
The audio recorded and semi-structured interviews 

lasted around 45 minutes. The interviews were divided 
into five sections to allow the comparison of the 
interviews and generate a free narrative mode.

1. First childhood memories: The participants were 
asked about their first childhood memories regard-
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compensating (efficient) type. These results refute the 
hypothesis that there is only a decompensating learning 
type.

Performance decompensating type (Figure 1): Both 
participants of this category reported great difficulties 
concentrating and poor academic performance. They 
mentioned having suffered from the parental drink-
ing problems, which sometimes meant that they could 
not sleep. The participants could not compensate for 
the emotional burden which had a negative influence 
on their academic performance. Furthermore, they as-
sumed responsibility for their parents and took over 
their duties, e.g. in the household or taking care of their 
siblings, which also influenced their academic perfor-
mance.

Performance compensating type (Figure 2): Three 
participants tried to distract from the family situation 
by concentrating on success at school. Coping with the 
difficult circumstances at home and meeting the re-
quirements at school at the same time seemed to be 
a central, helpful, and structuring framework for the 
five participants. A central strategy for coping with the 
emotional burden was apparently to focus on efforts 
at school, and on the ambition to live a different life 
than their parents. However, the participants seemed 
not to consciously focus on the academic performance 
on purpose, but rather mentioned it as an unconscious 
process. Interestingly, some participants asked for ther-
apeutic support after the interview. This may be due to 
the reactivated experience of the family situation during 
the interview.

All participants showed emotional manifestations 
and some participants cried during the interview. They 
expressed depressive symptoms especially while talking 
about the emotional situation of the addicted parent/
parents. They showed more empathy and compassion 
with the parents than focusing on their own needs and 
emotions. The participants experienced their own feel-
ings and emotions intensely. Depressive symptoms 
were common in both types and could include sadness, 
loss of interest, social withdrawal; the depressive symp-
toms were more intense in the compensating type. 
They frequently experienced anxiety, confusion, sad-
ness, anger and aggression, and internalizing emotions 
(e.g., sadness, anxiety) were more frequent than exter-
nalizing emotions (e.g., aggression, disinhibition). 

Participants with the compensation of performance 
type predominantly showed adaptive behavior. To avoid 
emotions, some participants distracted themselves, for 
example, with homework or social interaction. This al-
lowed them not to think about their situation at home. 
Two participants explained that they tried to distract 
themselves with school work, although they did not 
know why. Consequently, school needs to be considered 
a necessary distraction from the problems at home.

have any problems talking about this topic and mainly 
depicted positive childhood memories. However, they 
also reported that they could not remember many 
things that happened due to their current age.

Perception of the addiction problem: There were 
no meaningful differences between the participants’ 
answers. They reported the differences experienced 
between their own family and others. All participants 
expressed the wish to sometimes live in a different 
family setting. Each participant indicated that they first 
knew about the drinking problem and its extent during 
primary school (age 6 to 10). The intensity and quantity 
of the alcohol consumption was similar in all cases. 
Strong alcohol (e.g., liquor) was a frequent drink. One 
participant also reported parents’ drug consumption 
in addition to the alcohol. The parents with alcohol 
problems were the mothers in two cases and the 
fathers in three cases. They were all classified as delta 
alcoholics [22], i.e., with physical dependence, loss of 
control, and inability to abstain.

Consequences for learning behavior: Two partici-
pants reported problems concentrating and excessive 
demands on their lives. Also, somatic consequences like 
stomachache and headache were reported, which pre-
vented the participants from going to school. As a con-
sequence of the parental addiction problem, two par-
ticipants reported a worsening academic performance. 
These two participants on average only achieved satis-
factory marks. In contrast, the other participants indi-
cated very good marks and reported that they inten-
tionally stayed away from home to avoid problems re-
garding the drinking behavior. The two participants with 
good marks also explained that they concentrated on 
school in order to forget the problems at home.

Search for support: None of the participants used 
social support during their schooldays. One participant 
was in contact with a consulting teacher due to an ini-
tiative by the school. Another participant contacted a 
social charitable organization, and had a few consulta-
tions that she considered helpful to her. The reason why 
the other participants did not ask for help was that they 
wanted to deal with the problems by themselves.

Current experience: All participants reported that 
the parental alcohol addiction influenced their learn-
ing behavior and academic performance. They declared 
that their school career would have proceeded differ-
ently without the problems at home. Additionally, the 
emotional burden and the negative social consequenc-
es would have been less.

Categories and typologies
Figure 1 and Figure 2 illustrate the circular process 

between the biography and external influential fac-
tors, i.e. the parents’ alcoholism. The evaluation of the 
circular process showed two learning types: The per-
formance decompensating type and the performance 
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It seemed to be difficult for the participants to iden-
tify their negative emotions during the interviews. One 
participant was angry about her parent and had physi-
cally attacked him/her in conflict situations. The aggres-
sive and regressive situations were ambivalent toward 
the participants’ wish to take the responsibility for their 
addicted parent (parentification). Therewith the partic-
ipants avoided and minimized their emotional and ev-
eryday problems. Some of them unconsciously had the 
idea that good academic performance may later allow 
them to leave the responsibility behind and start their 
own life. They did not notice the emotional degenera-
tion and, thus, did not work on it therapeutically. Being 
interviewed about the topic encouraged them to face 
their emotions and request for therapeutic support.

The interview made them realize some of their emo-
tional problems. Furthermore, they were able to eval-
uate biographical events that happened early in life. 
On the one hand, some participants compensated their 
family problems by concentrating on their academic 
performance (Figure 2). On the other hand, some par-

ticipants decompensated and presented problems con-
centrating on school demands (Figure 1).

Discussion
The results of the current study indicate two possible 

courses of academic performance in CoAs: A compensa-
tion of performance type, with good academic results, and 
a decompensation of performance type, with concentra-
tion problems and worsening academic results.

Diverse school careers
Previous research on their academic performance 

suggested a general disadvantage of CoAs compared 
to children of same age from non-alcoholic parents 
[7,16,17]. However, this research mainly used the 
calculation of means in samples of CoAs compared 
with controls. The problem with this research strategy 
is that possible different school careers in CoAs cannot 
be detected. This might be the reason for other findings 
that did not show any differences between CoAs and 
controls [23,24].
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compensating type used focusing on efforts at school as 
a coping strategy in order to distract from the difficult 
situation at home. This strategy might reflect self-reg-
ulatory competence, optimism, and flexibility that re-
silient CoAs show. In addition, these individuals might 
have supportive friends and teachers that help them 
cope with the parental alcoholism, or are better able to 
make use of the existent friends and teachers. By con-
trast, less resilient CoAs might be less able to exploit the 
school context as a coping strategy to distract from pa-
rental alcoholism.

In a different line of research, one functional and four 
dysfunctional personality styles were found in CoAs, 
which reflect a similar distinction between positive 
and negative courses of development [34]. The func-
tional personality style is called “Hyperconscientious/
High-functioning” and is described as “liked by others, 
articulate, and assertive”, but also tending to “exhibit 
feelings of depression, guilt, and anxiety about living up 
to their own moral and ethical standards” (S. 491). This 
result supports our observation that the two CoAs with 
the compensating performance type are successful at 

The finding that not only worse, but also better ac-
ademic performance could be a consequence of living 
as CoA can be explained by the immense resilience of 
children and adolescents [25]. In a systematic review 
on resilience of CoAs, various resilience factors were 
identified on four levels: individual, parental, familial 
and social [26]. On the individual level, CoAs experi-
ence less deteriorating consequences or positive con-
sequences of the parental alcoholism if they are older 
[27], have more self-esteem [27], more self-regulation 
[28], a flexible temperament [29] or are optimistic [30]. 
On the parental and family level, a positive parenting 
style [31], the quality of relationship of the parents [32], 
a positive family climate [33], and supportive and caring 
family members [15] can constitute resilient factors for 
the CoA. On the social level, social support from friends, 
teachers and other important individuals can buffer 
against CoA’s negative experiences [27,30]. All these 
factors can be seen as a buffer against alcohol-related 
problems.

These factors might also impact the school career of 
CoAs. We found that individuals from the performance 
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adolescents’ and young adults’ academic performance. 
Often, dysfunctional behavioral patterns, oppositional 
or depressive disorders are consequences of the 
parental alcohol addiction. Additionally, the study aims 
to achieve a better understanding of processual and 
externalizing behavior as a reaction to the context of 
family addiction.

Our results encourage further investigation of the 
prognostic variables that might give the practitioner an 
indication of who is predestined to develop a decom-
pensated performance and, thus, should receive more 
support than others. These findings form the basis for 
a future study, which aims to investigate whether cer-
tain variables (e.g., social support by the healthy par-
ent, self-regulatory abilities and other personal resourc-
es) can predict a compensating and a decompensating 
type. Furthermore, longitudinal studies should investi-
gate whether good school achievements are actually an 
effective method of compensating in the long run. These 
future studies should also use quantitative measures in 
order to quantify the effect size of the associations.
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