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Understanding Parenting Issues for Alcohol Professionals

This briefing paper examines the
issues associated with parental
problem drinking, encourages alcohol
treatment workers to think about
parenting in relation to their clients,
looks at the gaps in alcohol services
where children are concerned, briefly
touches on legal obligations and offers
suggestions for practice.

Target audience
This briefing is intended for:

® Staff working in alcohol treatment
services

Managers of alcohol treatment
services

Summary: The briefing at a
glance

® Problem drinking is often viewed
and treated in isolation and
specialist alcohol workers can find
it difficult to broach the subjects of
children and parenting

Problem drinking can affect all
aspects of family functioning, with
seven key aspects of family life
being adversely affected: roles,
rituals, routines, social life,
finances, communication and
conflict (Velleman, 1993)

Research has shown that
outcomes for the drinker are
better and quicker when relatives
and partners are engaged with by
the specialists (Miller &
Wilbourne, 2002). This is

especially important if the drinker
has been getting attention solely
for their alcohol use in isolation
from other issues

Information is provided on how
alcohol workers can recognise
parenting problems

Guidance on what alcohol
workers can do in practice is
offered, including issues to
consider, questions to ask,
assessing risk and identifying
‘good enough' parenting,
encouraging improved
communication, promoting
resilience in children, awareness
of child protection issues and
legal obligations, and making
services more accessible to
parents

The Further resources section
provides links to toolkits and
guidance for working with children
and families affected by alcohol
misuse
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Introduction

Problem drinking by parents can be
disruptive to children and families. The
problem is widespread, with up to 1.3
million children estimated to be living
in a family with a problem drinking
parent (Cabinet Office Strategy Unit,
2004), some of whom will be in
contact with alcohol treatment
services.

Research in this area shows that
parental problem drinking can be a
source of social and emotional turmoil
in families, which can result in both
short-term distress during childhood
and long-term distress across a wide
range of areas.

Professional uncertainties

Traditionally alcohol treatment
agencies worked with clients almost in
isolation from all outside concerns or
‘distractions’, focusing solely on the
individual and their drinking. Although
this approach has changed greatly
over recent years, problem drinking is
often still viewed and treated in

isolation. This should not be the case;
work with adult drinkers with children
must recognise their needs as parents.

Specialist alcohol workers can find it
difficult to broach the subjects of
children and parenting, possibly feeling
unconfident in their own abilities to
deal with the issues. Similarly
professionals working with children
and families often feel unprepared to
address parental alcohol misuse. This
can mean that the opportunity to
support and protect children in
problem drinking families is missed.

The divide between any parenting
professionals’ lack of understanding of
alcohol issues and alcohol specialists’
lack of understanding of children and
family issues can be bridged. Both
groups can find ways of reducing
repeat assessments and referrals by
working in partnership. The
government’s aims for children’s
services include more interaction
across different agencies (see
www.everychildmatters.gov.uk/aims).

How alcohol workers can recognise parenting problems

It must be emphasised that problem
drinking is not always associated with
negative outcomes in terms of
parenting. Family circumstances vary
enormously, as do levels and patterns
of drinking and the reactions of
individuals, including children. In
addition, although problem drinking
can have a pervasive influence across
family life, it is not the only feature of
life, and it may not be the most
worrying.

It is important for alcohol workers to
work with parents to develop strategies
to deal with difficult situations in
relation to childcare and parenting.
Workers should be able to signpost
where to find help for issues such as
mental health, finance and housing, as
well as local childcare and parenting
support services (e.g. SureStart,
Homestart). There also might be
issues around stigma that prevent
parents from seeking help, such as
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concerns about social services and
children being taken into care (see
Parentline Plus report Parenting
Behind Closed Doors, October 2005).

Problem drinking can affect all aspects
of family functioning, with seven key
aspects of family life being adversely
affected: roles, rituals, routines, social
life, finances, communication and
conflict (Velleman, 1993). One of the
most significant effects being its
impact on relationships, both within
and outside the family. Conflict
between parents may be the most
straightforward for alcohol specialists
to identify as alcohol problems double
the risk of divorce or separation
(Velleman, 1993).

Relationships between children and
parents may also be affected. There
can be greater levels of conflict than in
other families. The children may fear
that one or other parent will leave
home because of the tensions caused
by alcohol misuse.

A tense family atmosphere can result
in overt arguments or can leave
people unwilling or unable to talk to
one another, which will come across in
the course of clients’ contact with
alcohol services. Problem drinking
parents may have money as a major
concern, with arguments over debts
and loans or fears about losing the
family home through rent or mortgage
default being as significant as

struggling to cope on a reduced
income due to money spent on
alcohol.

Problem drinking parents are likely to
be inconsistent due to their
unpredictable behaviour (Brisby et al.,
1997). It may be hard for these
parents to stick to routines or planned
activities. Children’s behaviour is very
likely to be affected by unpredictable
adult behaviour as their monitoring
and supervision may be poor and
attention to their needs erratic. The
level of inconsistent parenting can be
gauged by the alcohol worker by
asking a series of non-judgemental
questions (see Ask questions section
below).

Parental pre-occupation with alcohol
can interrupt, damage or destroy
children’s early relationship
attachments with their parent
(Fahlberg, 1991). Building identity,
socialisation, thinking capacity,
empathy, capacity for concern and
prosocial behaviour can all be
affected. Partners, relatives or close
friends of the problem drinking parent
can be under stress and concerned
about the drinker’s abilities as a
parent. They may seek advice,
information or support from the alcohol
service. If this is the case, their
supportive presence may also be an
important protective factor for children
(see Promote resilience section
below).

What alcohol workers can do in practice

Think about

® The child’s actual experience of
their parent, and how the child

builds this into a mental
representation or template by
which they see the world.
Children of problem drinkers will
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find ways of adapting to the
fluctuations of parental care, often
at considerable cost to their own
development as a person

® Early precociousness, which
might be observed as children
relating to their parents and other
adults as if they were their
equals; use of language that
wouldn’t be developmentally
appropriate

® The child as carer to the adult

® The parentified child, i.e. a child
who takes on parental roles, not
only in respect of the parent/s, but
also other siblings

® How the needs of the child are
present in the adult's mind

® \What the child represents in the
adult’s mind — is the child seen as
greedy, demanding, bad,
controlling, etc. — how does this fit
with the actuality of the child as
seen by the worker or other
agencies?

® The child as an emotional prop or
confidante to the parent,
inappropriately fulfilling a parental
role in the family

Ask questions

It is important to guard against making
assumptions about the impact of
parental problem drinking. Alcohol
professionals can try to understand a
client’s situation by asking them about
it. Before asking questions it will be
important to ensure that clients
understand the agency’s confidentiality
policy and its limits in relation to
safeguarding children, as well as what

will happen if there are any concerns.
This should be covered in initial
assessments, but it is a good idea to
remind a client at this stage so that
they know where they stand.
Reminding them of the limits of
confidentiality may silence the client,
so it is important that this is done in a
supportive way that builds on the
alliance developed with the client.

Standard questions could be
incorporated into either the
assessment, the referral process or at
the initial meeting with the client. This
should be agreed at organisational
level. A booklet for families produced
jointly by the National Family and
Parenting Institute and Alcohol
Concern (Page, 2001) suggests some
useful questions:

® Have you ever missed taking the
children to nursery or school
because you slept late after
drinking the night before?

® Have you ever thought the
children were missing out
because you were under the
weather after the previous night’s
drinking?

® Have you ever felt embarrassed
about being drunk in front of the
children?

® Have you ever said hurtful things
to your children or hit them when
you've had too much to drink?

® Have the children ever had to go
without because the money has
been spent on drink?




' Have you ever cried in front of
your children when you've had too
much to drink?

Have you ever worried that you
would not have been able to deal
with an emergency because
you've had too much to drink?

You can also ask questions about the
child’s behaviour, their ability to relate
to peers, their school performance/
attendance and their hobbies and
interests. With older children you may
need to check for self-harm, risk taking

behaviour, anti-social behaviour, early
pregnancy, suicidal tendencies and
depression.

Each of these questions can lead to
further examination of the client’s
attitude towards and/or fears about
their abilities as a parent. It may be
that the alcohol worker can provide
reassurance and encouragement if
there do not seem to be major
problems. Alternatively discussion as
to how to change the situation or
referral on may be implicated.

Assess the risks and identify ‘good enough’ parenting

The government’s national agenda on
Hidden Harm recommends that local
policy makers and commissioners
ensure that local alcohol services use
a common assessment framework and
identify the children of parents who
misuse alcohol, thus ensuring a multi-
agency approach to delivering
services to support the family and
reducing the harm to those children.
How the government’s
recommendations can be addressed
locally is considered in Alcohol
Concern’s briefing on Hidden Harm
(2006).

However, in order to reduce the harm
to children caused by parental alcohol
misuse there is a need to assess the
risks and consider what types of
support and education can minimise
those risks (see Alcohol Concern'’s
briefing on the Common Assessment
Framework, 2006). Agencies need to
examine referral routes to children and
family services and liaison between
alcohol and parenting/family teams.

They should establish procedures for
cases where a high risk is identified,
and child protection training should be
undertaken by all alcohol services
managers and staff.

Alcohol specialists also need to be
able to assess parents’ abilities to
respond to their children’s needs. The
government’s Every Child Matters
agenda enumerates five outcomes for
children: to be healthy; stay safe;
enjoy and achieve; make a positive
contribution and achieve economic
well-being (see
www.everychildmatters.gov.uk/aims).
Parental alcohol misuse can impact on
any of these outcomes.

Alcohol specialists need to gain an
understanding of the role of alcohol in
the life of the parent — how much, who
with, when, where — and examine the
effects of alcohol on the client’s ability
to parent. This includes looking at their
availability as a parent and their
expression of affection, control and
discipline (see previous section on
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How alcohol workers can recognise
parenting problems).

The assessment should also include
the effects of the parent’s alcohol use
on the child — how well are their needs
for basic care, protection, stimulation
and love being met — and whether the
parent has to provide for all these
needs or are there other adults
available to share responsibility.

Liaison with other professionals who
may already be involved with the
family is essential to gain a whole
picture of the situation and help
provide a co-ordinated approach. Any
liaison needs to be in accordance with
each agency’s confidentiality policy
(see Alcohol Concern’s forthcoming
good practice guidance on
Confidentiality, 2006).

As stated earlier, not all parents who
misuse alcohol have problems with
their parenting skills. It may therefore
be useful for alcohol workers to
consider the concept of ‘good enough’
parenting. This concept (first coined by
Winnicott in 1964 and now in common
use) can be defined as:

® Parents who provide love, care
and commitment

® Parents who are consistent and
are unconditional

® Parents who are active and
positive

® Parents who offer:

» Low level of criticism

» High level of warmth and
praise

» Time spent with children

» Child-focussed activities

» Communication

» Enjoy each other

» Reasonable limits

Any of the above elements can be
identified by alcohol workers in the
course of a parent’s contact with their
service. The parent can then be
supported and encouraged to continue
with this style of parenting, alongside
the work they are doing on their
alcohol problem.

Encourage improved communication

Silence and fear often surround
problem drinking. Even once someone
has sought help for their drinking there
is often a need to improve
communication within the family.
Family conflict and poor relationships
between parents and children,
combined with the difficulty of
speaking about alcohol misuse, means
that finding ways to encourage
discussion between family members is

likely to be particularly helpful. Issues
to discuss should include re-
parentifying the parent and de-
parentifying the child if the child has
assumed the role of carer.

Research has shown that outcomes
for the drinker are better and quicker
when relatives and partners are
engaged with by the specialists (Miller
& Wilbourne, 2002). This is especially




important if the drinker has been
getting attention solely for their alcohol
use in isolation from other issues.
Messages for practice include
attending to the needs of all family
members in a co-ordinated way. It will

be useful to ascertain whether other
family members are gaining support
elsewhere from other professionals
and, with the family member’s
permission, to liaise with them.

Promote resilience in the children

There are some factors that help
minimise the impact of parental
alcohol misuse on children (Velleman
& Orford, 1999):

® A stable relationship with a non-
drinking parent or other adult

Nurturing from others within the
family

Active use of an informal network
outside the family for advice and
assistance

Parents providing structure and
control, including a united and
caring front, family activities and
time and attention

Positive influences at school

The maintenance of self-esteem
and coping skills in the child,
including an acquired sense of
meaning and faith about life

It is important for alcohol specialists to
identify and promote these key
resilience factors. This can be done
either through their own work with the
parent/s and family, providing
information on building resilience
within their children, or referring to
other services that would be able to
help support the development of their
parenting capacity.

Be aware of child protection issues and legal obligations

Professionals in alcohol treatment
services will require the knowledge,
skills and understanding of child
protection issues. This could be
achieved by manager training in child
protection issues, although all workers
would benefit from this type of training,
which can usually be sourced via your
local Area Child Protection Committee
(ACPC)/Local Safeguarding Children
Board (LSCB).

The Children’s Acts 1989 and 2004
state that it is all professionals’ legal
obligation to safeguard the child.
Workers need to be aware of the

obligation upon them to report
concerns to the appropriate agency
and to follow guidelines set down by
their local ACPC/LSCB. All agencies
should have an up to date child
protection policy in place, and if this is
not the case then one must be
developed and put into practice as a
matter or urgency. For help with this try
contacting other services that work
with parents, or ask for guidance and
support from a local children’s charity
(e.g. NSPCC, NCH Action for Children,
Barnados, etc.).

The child’s welfare is paramount and
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workers should not be derailed by protection issues and what their
issues such as confidentiality, parental  procedures and protocols are
anxieties about the child being taken regarding other agencies, such as
away, collusion, etc. Social Services, and what is expected

Workers need to know who in their
own agency takes the lead on child

of them. Alcohol Concern’s briefing on
Child Protection (2006) deals with
these issues in greater depth.

Make services more accessible

Alcohol services should be more trend towards children’s centres,
easily available to parents. This might where many different professionals
involve outreach services and working work under one roof, and extended
in partnership with agencies that schools initiatives to encourage
parents use. Alcohol services could problem drinking parents to access
take advantage of the current national  help and support.

Conclusion
Alcohol specialists should:

® Be aware that parenting might be °
an issue for the client

® Have the confidence to approach °
the issue of parenting

® Be as informed as possible about
other professionals involved and
liaise as appropriate

Know the scope of their own
abilities and responsibilities

Seek advice and refer on when
appropriate.




Further resources

Alcohol Concern’s Parenting and
Alcohol Project offers training to
alcohol as well as parenting
professionals on working with problem
drinking parents, to protect and
improve the quality of life and
opportunities of their children.
Contact: Waterbridge House, 32-36
Loman Street, London SE1 OEE; 020
7928 7377;
parenting@alcoholconcern.org.uk;
www.alcoholconcern.org.uk

Alcohol Concern’s Toolkit for
Professionals working with Children
Affected by Parental Alcohol Misuse
offers information and guidance for
professionals on supporting children
who live with parents who drink too
much. Contact:
parenting@alcoholconcern.org.uk

Templeton, L., Zohhadi, S. and
Velleman, R. (2006) Working with the
children and families of problem
alcohol users: A toolkit, Bath,
University of Bath. A user-friendly and
practical resource for professionals,
designed to provide all the guidance
needed to set up and maintain a
service or dedicated post for the
children and families of problem
alcohol users. See:
www.bath.ac.uk/mhrdu/toolkit/index.htm

Page, A. (2001) Putting the children
first: Helping families deal with the
effects of a parent’s heavy drinking on
family life, London, National Family
and Parenting Institute and Alcohol
Concern.

The National Family and Parenting
Institute works by researching the
concerns of families and the support
available, trialling new ways of
providing support to families, bringing
together organisations and knowledge
and providing information direct to
families. Contact: 020 7424 3460;
info@nfpi.org.uk; www.nfpi.org.uk

Parenting Education and Support
Forum is the national umbrella body
for people who work with parents. It
promotes best practice in the field by
establishing Quality Standards,
supporting good practice, updating on
new developments in the field,
providing opportunities for networking
and informing policymakers about best
practice and what is needed. Contact
020 7284 8370; pesf@dial.pipex.com;
www.parenting-forum.org.uk

Parentline Plus offers support and
information to anyone parenting a
child. It works to offer help and
support through an innovative range of
free, flexible, responsive services —
shaped by parents for parents.
Contact: 020 7284 5500

(0808 800 2222);
www.parentlineplus.org.uk
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The Parenting and Alcohol Project aims to
protect and improve the quality of life and
opportunities of children parented by someone
who misuses alcohol. It aims to achieve this by:

® developing the capacity of alcohol
treatment services to offer parenting
support to their clients who are parents

® developing the capacity of parenting
professionals to work effectively with
parents who have alcohol-related problems

The Parenting and Alcohol Project is funded by
the Parenting Fund.

For more details contact:

Parenting and Alcohol Project
020 7928 7377
parenting@alcoholconcern.org.uk

Alcohol Concern
Waterbridge House

32-36 Loman Street
London SE1 OEE
www.alcoholconcern.org.uk

Alcohol Concern Is
® The national agency on alcohol misuse

® \Working to reduce the level of alcohol
misuse, and to develop the range and
guality of helping services available to
problem drinkers and their families

® England's primary source of information
and comment on a wide range of alcohol
related matters
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