Parental Substance Misuse
Substance use/misuse by parents/carers does not, on its own, automatically indicate that children are at risk of abuse or neglect.  However, it is essential that staff and Volunteers recognise that children living in these households are particularly vulnerable.

Substance misuse can impact on children in a number of ways, which may include for example:-

· Parents finding it difficult to give priority to the needs of their children

· Finding money for drugs/alcohol reduces the money available in the household to ensure that the child(rens) basic needs are met

· The risk of ingesting medication which is not kept safely

· Risk of physical harm where drug paraphernalia is left lying about

· Children being left unsupervised whilst drugs are bought

· Children having to care for parents and other siblings

· Harm to unborn children

· Children becoming more vulnerable to misusing substances themselves

As with domestic abuse, parental substance misuse may not be obvious at the point of referral or in the course of offering support to families.  Therefore it is important to be alert to the issue and incorporate it into ongoing monitoring and review of the child’s welfare.

Adults who misuse substances may be faced with multiple problems including homelessness, financial problems, difficult or destructive relationships, lack of support networks, issues relating to criminal activity and poor health.  Consideration of these stresses on the child is as important as the substance misuse itself.  These problems will be more acute if both parents misuse substances.

A parent’s practical caring skills may be diminished by misuse of drugs/alcohol.  Some substance misuse may give rise to mental states or behaviour that puts children at risk of injury, psychological distress or neglect.

Children are particularly vulnerable when parents are withdrawing from drugs/alcohol.  The risk will be greater when the adults substance misuse is chaotic and parent swings between states of severe intoxication and periods of withdrawal.  The consequences of children experiencing such physical and emotional changes from a parent can have harmful consequences that need to be assessed.
