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Mental health needs for children
of parents seeking help for
substance abuse
Anne E, Thompson and Richard Blennerhasseit

A survey of 101 new offenders of a regional drug and
alcohol service found that 46 adults had a total of 88
children at home. Twenty-three children were

considered by their carers to show signs of emotional
or behavioural disturbance. Difficulties had only been
discussed with professionals in a minority of cases. Help
for troubled children from primary care services was
preferred to secondary services. Closer liaison between
child psychiatry and primary health care workers should
be considered.

Children of parents who have drug and alcohol
problems are at an increased risk of psychiatric
disorder both in childhood (Von Knorring, 1991)
and in adult life (Mathew et al 1993). The
number of children therefore potentially benefit
ing from mental health services may be vast
(MacDonald & Blume, 1986).

Research programmes in the United States
which have attempted to identify and help school
children whose parents abuse substances have
had problems recruiting children (Emshoff &
Anyan, 1991). In the United Kingdom, individual
children whose parents have alcohol or drug
problems may come to the attention of child
psychiatry services, but there are no coordinated
services for identification or intervention.

In order to plan effective mental health services
for these children, information is needed about
how best to access children at risk, whether
parents perceive a need for help with their
children, and what type of service these parents
would use when seeking advice about children's

emotional or behavioural difficulties.
One group of children who might be particu

larly accessible to mental health professionals are
those whose parents are already seeking profes
sional help on their own behalf at drug and
alcohol services. This may be an important
subgroup of children because there is some
evidence that they are especially in need of
psychiatric help (Heller et al, 1982).

The Northern Regional Alcohol and Drug
Service (NORADS) has worked closely with the
child and adolescent psychiatry service since
1992 in the development of services for adolescents

with substance misuse (Blennerhassett et al
1994). The following study was undertaken to
assess whether child psychiatry might also have a
role to play in the assessment of adult attenders
at NORADS with children.

We aimed to determine how many children
were in the care of adults who attended NORADS
for assessment; whether there was any perceived
disturbance in these children; to what extent
parents believed their own problems had affectedtheir children; parents' preferred means of seek

ing help for their children; and the degree to
which professional support for these children was
already in place.

The study
Adults who attended initial assessment sessions
at NORADS over a six month period were asked to
complete an anonymous 12 item questionnaire.

Data were collected about the number and agesof children at home; the nature of adults' relation

ship to the children; and help sought for the
children in the previous three months andreasons for this; adults' perception of the extent

to which children at home were affected by adult
mental health problems; where adults would get
help if they were worried about their children;
and any potential difficulties in seeking help.
Data collected about the adults themselves
included gender, age, the nature of their pro
blems, and the source of their referral to the
clinic.

Findings
A total of 101 new patients completed question
naires representing 64% of all first attenders. The
sample comprised 75 men and 26 women. This
male-to-female ratio was similar to that of the
total new patient population. Seventy per cent of
adults were aged between 26 and 45. Fifty-six per
cent described themselves as having an alcohol
related problem, 28% a drug related problem and
16% problems with both drug and alcohol use.
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Although the service is a regional referral centre,
74% of the sample had either referred themselves
or been referred by general practitioners.

Forty-six of the adults had children in their
care (37% men and 69% women). There was no
difference in the proportions of presenting pro
blems between adults with or without children.
Thirty-six (78%) adults were parents of the
children in their care; four were step-parents,
four were brothers, one was a grandparent and
one was unrelated to the child at home.

This sample of clinic attenders had 88 children
at home. Of these children, 19 (22%) were pre
school children, 36 (41%) were aged 6-10 and 33
(37%) were aged 11-18. Twenty-three children
(26%) were judged by adults to have been upset or
exhibiting difficult behaviour in the previous
three months. Two-thirds of this disturbance
was confined within the home. Ten children had
received help and four had received help from
more than one agency.

The majority of adults with children at home
said that they would turn to family, friends,
school staff or primary care workers for help if
their children were upset or behaving badly. Six
respondents said that fears about statutory
agencies removing the children or embarrass
ment about admitting to problems with family life
would prevent them from seeking help for their
children at home.

Twenty-eight (61%) adults with children at
home felt that their substance misuse affected
their children in some way. The most frequent
explanation offered for this was that children had
witnessed parental behaviours resulting from
substance misuse such as intoxication, aggres
sion or arguments. A second suggestion from
adults was that children in their households
sometimes suffered from lack of parental care or
attention.

Comments
The level of psychological disturbance in children
in the care of adults seeking help for drug and
alcohol problems, as suggested by parental self-
report, is at the upper range of rates of
psychological disturbance in the general popula
tion (Verhulst & Koot, 1992). As parents under
estimate the extent of internalising disorders in
their children (Barrett et al, 1991) the true rate of
psychiatric disorder in these children may be
higher.

In spite of the regional function of this alcohol
and drug service, the high numbers of primary
and secondary referrals suggests that our find
ings may be typical of adults with drug and
alcohol problems seen in primary care or non-
specialist psychiatric services.

The majority of adults surveyed recognised that
their own substance misuse affected their chil
dren at home. However, less than half of the
potentially disturbed children were receiving
professional help. Intervention for these children
would appear to be most acceptable to their
families when it is available from community
resources.

Conclusions and implications
for professionals
Mental health workers in drug and alcohol
services should be aware that there are consider
able numbers of children in the care of their
clients. Parental reports indicate that there may
be substantial psychiatric morbidity among these
children.

School staff, health visitors and general practi
tioners need to be aware of the potential for
disturbance in children from households where
adults have alcohol or drug problems: they are
the professionals most likely to be approached by
worried parents.

This study does not lend support to the
development of a specialist role for child psychia
try in the assessment of adult substance misu-
sers with children, but does suggest a need for
closer liaison with primary care workers to meet
the needs of this vulnerable group of children.
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