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DYSFUNCTIONAL FAMILIES: WHAT EXACTLY DOES THAT MEAN?                       
 

      PART I                  
 

by LuAnn Pierce 
 
The term "dysfunctional families" has been used and abused so much over the years that it 
is hard to define. In order to define a dysfunctional family, one must first know what a 
functional or healthy family is. While there is a lot of difference in what is normal for families, 
there are some common traits found in families that are considered to be healthy, and other 
traits found in families experiencing excessive stress which can lead to "dysfunctional" 
behaviour. Without taking cultural, economic, or social consideration into account, the 
following information highlights some common traits of healthy families and warning signs 
that a family may be under too much stress and in danger of becoming "dysfunctional."  
 
 
Characteristics of Healthy Families 
 

• The family is open to others from outside of the immediate family system.  

• They allow outsiders to enter the system and members are allowed to go outside of 
the system for help when needed.  

• Parents set clear generational boundaries. Parents assume the role of primary 
caregivers and children are secure in their role as siblings, children and individuals.  

• The family recognizes that stressful situations are inevitable and temporary. They 
recognize that stress can be positive if handled appropriately.  

• The family works together to minimize stress. They focus on their strengths as a 
family and as individuals.  

• The family works together to find solutions to problems. Their energy is focused on 
solutions, not blame.  

• Family members focus on what is controllable. They make the best of situations over 
which they have little or no control.  

• The family develops and revises rules to deal effectively with day to day life. When 
they are under stress they work together to revise existing rules and evaluate the 
results.  

• Family members recognize that decisions and routines are flexible. Rigid rules and 
expectations are challenged as a family.  

• Family members feel empowered as a result of effectively dealing with stress. They 
see challenges as opportunities rather than roadblocks.  

• Family members recognize the difference between the symptoms of stress and the 
sources of the stress. They address the source of the stress.  

 
Areas of Stress For Healthy Families 

• Finances  

• Dealing with children's behaviour  

• Insufficient couple time  

• Lack of shared responsibility for household upkeep  

• Communicating with children  

• Insufficient time for self  

• Guilt for not accomplishing more  

• Couple/relationship issues  

• Insufficient family play time  

• Over-scheduled family calendar  
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Other Stressors in Dysfunctional Families                                      

• Parent/Child role reversal  

• Resentment toward the person with the problem  

• Blame primary caregiver for staying in the situation  

• Individuals may be prone to depression        

• Develop fear of becoming close to others  

• Fear of losing the primary caregiver  

• Learn to discount feelings and needs  

• Irrational belief systems  

• Multiple unresolved losses (real, symbolic or perceived)  
 
Stages of Stress 

• "I can do and be everything." Built in failure and guilt  

• "I can't do and be everything." Self Acceptance  

• "I don't want to do and be everything." Choice  

• "I don't want to do anything." Burnout  
 
Symptoms of Families Under Excessive Stress 

• Constant sense of urgency and hurry  

• Sense of tension underlying sharp words and misunderstandings  

• Mania to escape to your room, car, office, or anywhere  

• Feelings of frustration for not getting things done or caught up  

• Feeling that time is passing too quickly  

• Frequent desire to return to a simpler time of life  

• Little me or couple time  

• Pervasive sense of guilt for not being and doing everything to and for the people in 
your life  

 
Transitions and Dynamics That Can Lead To Excessive Stress 
One or More Persons in The Family Has Any of The Following or Has a Family History Of:  

• A Mental Illness  

• An Addiction To Legal or Illegal Drugs  

• Overly Rigid Religious Beliefs  

• An Abusive Spouse  

• An Abusive Parent  

• A Physical Disability  

• An Emotional or Behavioural Problem  

• Responsibility For an Aging Parent  

• An Infant/toddler  

• An Adolescent  

• An Adult Children Living at Home  

• Some of these situations may be temporary, yet without proper preparation, clear 
guidelines and teamwork can lead to severe strain on the primary caregiver, thus 
placing the family at risk for malfunctioning.  
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DYSFUNCTIONAL FAMILIES: WHAT EXACTLY DOES THAT MEAN? PART 2           
    

                                                     
Now that we have an idea of what constitutes a healthy family and some common stressors 
for families, we can look at ways to prevent a family from becoming "dysfunctional" during 
times of change and stress. Since families are made up of individuals we have to take into 
account ways for individuals to take care of their own emotional needs.  
 
One basic truth most people in 12 step programs come to terms with pretty early in their 
recovery is that we can only control and change our own behaviour. If we could control or 
change the behaviour of others, our efforts to stop loved ones from drinking, using drugs, 
gambling would have worked long ago. I tell people that if I could control what others do or 
think, everyone would be happy, healthy and financially secure. Unfortunately, I don't have 
that kind of control over anyone but myself.  
 
First we need to identify the basic needs of human beings so we can understand what drives 
us to do the things we do. Our basic needs are:  
 
1. To be capable and successful at something. 
People who are not succeeding in at least one area of their lives often feel hopeless. Those 
who are resilient and have adequate support can move on from failure and keep trying. 
However, those who have a history of repeated failures may give up, which can lead to 
depression and despondency. This pattern may begin at an early age, especially in children 
who do not do well in school or who receive other negative messages about their worth as 
human beings, such as verbal, emotional and physical abuse. Some may channel their 
talents in alternate ways that are illegal or socially unacceptable, yet that give them a feeling 
of success. One thing you can do for yourself, and your children, is to find something at 
which you excel and do it! Doing so builds self esteem, increases competence and can give 
you the courage to take on bigger challenges. Set up ways to succeed in life by doing what 
you do well.  
 
2. To feel cared for and belong to a group. 
Everyone needs to care for and be cared for by others. This need never leaves us. Many 
people do not get their need for belonging met through their immediate families, because the 
people in their families are not capable of caring for them. Longing to be cared for by our 
parents and immediate family may never go away completely, and is a loss that we may 
spend a lifetime trying to fill. That void is sometimes filled with unhealthy habits and 
relationships. It is a loss that must be grieved, people that must be forgiven and hurts that 
must be healed to enable us to live a healthy life. As we mature, we have more control over 
who we care for, and where we get our needs for belonging met. We can choose our own 
network of friends and family members, and choose to care for and be cared for by people 
who are more capable of giving and receiving love. Many people who aren't yet skilled at 
caring for other people, have learned to care for themselves and others by caring for pets.  
 
3. To have power and control. 
All of us have a need for power and control over our lives, minds and bodies. We exercise 
this need in highly individual ways. Some openly try to meet this need by bossing others 
around. Others are more subtle and meet their needs in a passive manner, by acting 
helpless and needy. Some ask for what they need, ie. "I need a hug, will you hold me?" This 
is the middle ground that we should strive for and it takes the three steps of identifying our 
needs, making them known, and asking for what we want.  
Doing this can be difficult because we risk rejection. It may help to realize that the person 
you approach also has needs, and a refusal doesn't mean you are being rejected, but that 
the other doesn't have what you need at that time. Sometimes, people don't have the 
emotional energy to give, even if a hug is all you ask for, as their own emotional needs are 
not met.  
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If you respect others' needs, you are less likely be hurt if your request for emotional support 
is denied. To respect others' needs you must first know, accept and respect your own. 
Forcing someone to give emotional energy against their will is a violation of their power and 
control. Whether emotional or physical, the end result of being forced is feeling violated. 
Many children grow up to be victims, because we force them to say and do things that are 
socially acceptable, yet that disregard their feelings and rob them of their own power and 
control. Protect your power and control, and respect the power and control of others by 
allowing them choices.   

                                       
4. To give of ourselves and help others.  
While we must take care of ourselves and our own well-being first and foremost, we also 
need to give to others. It is in giving love, care and generosity that we receive what we need 
in return. These things are not returned because they are owed it to us, but because as 
other peoples' needs are met, they have the emotional energy to give as well. When in 
relationships with people who take and are unable to give, the "taker's" needs are so great 
that they drain the life from us, and we may become emotionally depleted, bitter and 
resentful. This is the classic co-dependent relationship, which is often found in families with 
addictions, physical or emotional disabilities and other dysfunctional relationships.  
 
5. To be stimulated and have fun.        
As we get older and work harder, caring for ourselves and others, this need is often 
overlooked. For mental health, it is vital to keep the fun parts of life alive, so whatever yours 
are, do them! It should not be necessary to be with other people to have fun, so if you're 
unable to have fun alone, work on your relationship with yourself. If you don't enjoy your 
company, others won't either. Many of us don't know ourselves very well as adults.  
Sometimes we put limits on ourselves based on old beliefs that keep us from having fun. If 
you believe that adults shouldn't ________, re-evaluate that belief to decide if it is still 
rational by your standards today.  

 
DYSFUNCTIONAL FAMILIES: WHAT EXACTLY DOES THAT MEAN? PART 3 

  
Irrational Beliefs 
We all have irrational beliefs from time to time. There are several things we unknowingly do 
to ourselves that can restrict our lives or cause emotional distress. These errors in thinking, 
which we have picked up along the way, can be changed, once we begin to catch ourselves 
making them.  
 
Our belief systems are composed of values learned at home and from other influences in our 
lives. Some are irrational and outdated, and holding onto them can be a source of stress and 
low self-esteem. For example, you may turn minor troubles into major crises if you believe 
failure is a tragedy, or you may put too much energy into trying to be "perfect." If you believe 
that life should always be fun, you may face intense disappointment when it isn't. If you 
learned never to talk to strangers and still believe that warning, it can cause a great deal of 
anxiety when the person sitting next to you on the subway strikes up a conversation.  
 
Take a look at some of your beliefs. One might be, "Children are to be seen and not heard." 
What are some family beliefs that you hold onto? How do these beliefs cause you distress? 
Think back to your childhood, and remember what some of the favourite family sayings or 
mottos were. Are they still rational?  


