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Abstract

Counter-transference oocurs when a therapist brings
her or his own personal history into the relationship
with a client. While this can be a valuable tool in
better understanding and helping the client, it can also
be damaging if the therapist is not aware of the impact
it can have on the treatment relationship. This paper
examines the literature related to the impact of parental
alcohal abuse on children, and addresses how counter-
transference may be significant to social workers given
the high reports of alcohol abuse in the family histories
of social work students.

Introduction

Counter-transference has been defined as “the
therapist’s conscious or unconscious reaction to a
patient” (Schwartz, 1978). While the view of count-
er-transference historically has been quite negative
within the psychoanalytic community, this concept
has recently undergone much revision. Now the
therapeutic community largely holds that counter-
transference can be used consciously as a therapeutic
tool (Strean, 1999). That is, when the clinician is able
to identify his or her “reaction” to the client and use it
as information for the psychotherapeutic process, the
client’s well-being can be enhanced.

In a discussion of counter-transference, Schwartz
(1978) notes, “Every professional comes to the thera-
peutic encounter with a backlog of fears, aversions,
representations, and dislikes that certain clients can
arouse.” Recognizing this reality, Halperin (1991)
warns that counter-transference can become a “trap”
when the clinician fails to recognize his or her own
reactions or unconsciously reacts to issues presented
by a client or family. Failure to handle these reactions
leaves the clinician at risk for projecting his or her
own issues onto the client, further confounding client
issues and creating an ethical problem. It struck the
authors that new social workers might be especially
vulnerable to this “trap,” particularly those workers
who have not made a concerted effort to become
aware of family of origin issues that can be the fodder
for many counter-transference reactions, The
authors’ observation that many of their fellow
classmates grew up in families in which alcohol
abuse was a problem seems to be consistent with
the literature’s findings that a significant number of
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social work students have a history of family trau-
ma (Bissell & Haberman, 1984; Black, Jeffreys, &
Hartley, 1993; Marsh, 1988; Rompf & Royse, 1994;
Russel, Gill, Coyne, & Woody, 1993). Accordingly,
this raised certain questions for the authors. Are
students who are adult children of alcoholics aware
of their potential counter-transference implications
given their family of origin experiences? Moreover,
will a social work student’s awareness of his or her
own personal experience of a family member’s
alcoholism dictate the student’s career choices, such
as the choice of specialty area or client population?

To explore these questions and to give a possible
framework for future research, the authors
reviewed the literature concerning alcoholism and
parental impact and the literature concerning
counter-transference.

Alcoholism and Parental Impact

Numerous studies have demonstrated that first-
degree relatives of alcoholics are two to seven times
more likely than people with nonalcoholic relatives
to develop problems with alcohol at some time in
their lives (National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and
Alcoholism, 1997). A relationship between parental
substance abuse and subsequent alcohol problems
in their children has been documented extensively
(Chassin, Pillow, & Curran, 1993; Semilitz & Gold,
1986; Smart & Fejer, 1972; Windle, 1997}, although
one study found that parental substance abuse is
not directly related to children’s substance-using
behavior (Havey & Dodd, 1995).

Past research has suggested that children from
alcoholic families tend to have behavioral problems
(Yu & Perrine, 1997). A study done by Bower
(1999) suggests that children in families with
widespread alcoholism may tend to find themselves
withdrawing when confronted with unfamiliar
people and situations. Children of aleoholic and
other drug-abusing parents appear to be especially
vulnerable to the risk for maladaptive behavior
because they have combinations of many risk
factors present in their own life (Chassin & Barrera,
1993). Research shows that children of alcoholics
have more adjustment problems in home, health,
social, and emotional domains (Kondandaram,
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