
    The Relationship Between  
Parental Alcohol Problems and 
Child Abuse: 

    The relationship between parental 
alcohol or other drug problems and 
child maltreatment is becoming in-
creasingly evident.   

    With more than 6.6 million chil-
dren under the age of 18 living in 
alcoholic households, and an addi-
tional number of children living in 
households where parents have prob-
lems with illicit drugs, a significant 
number of children in this country 
are being raised by addicted parents. 

    Child maltreatment has become a 
national epidemic.  More than one 
million children are confirmed each 
year as victims of child abuse and 

neglect by state child protective ser-
vice agencies.  State child welfare 
records indicate that substance abuse 
is one of the top two problems exhib-
ited by families in 81% of the re-
ported cases. 

    The Relationship Between  
Traumatic Stress and Teen 
Substance Abuse: 

    When kids go through stressful 
and difficult circumstances, they 
might turn to alcohol and drugs in an 
attempt to deal with their feelings.  
Compared to teenagers who are not 
struggling with these issues, kids 
with emotional problems and ongo-
ing stress are at a greater risk for de-
veloping alcohol and drug depend-
ence. 
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Recent research on the connection between these problems and child 
maltreatment clearly indicates a connection between the two behaviors.   

· Among confirmed cases of child maltreatment, 40% involve the use of 
alcohol or other drugs. 

· Research suggests that alcohol & other drug problems are factors in a 
majority of cases of emotional abuse and neglect. 

· Neglect is the major reason children are removed from a home in which 
parents have alcohol or other drug problems. 

· Children in these homes suffer from a variety of physical, mental, and 
emotional health problems at a greater rate than do children in the general 
population. 

· Children of alcoholics suffer more injuries and poisonings than do children 
in the general population. 

· Alcohol & other substances may act as disinhibitors, lessening impulse 
control and allowing parents to behave abusively. 
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Contact Information:  Vaneta Andrews, Prevention Specialist 
Family Counseling Center, 902 W. Jourdan, Newton, IL  62448 
Ph: 618-783-8615  email: prevent10@yahoo.com 

���
���

���
	
�

���
���

���
	
�

��
��

��
��

��
��

��
��

��
��

��
��

��
� 

��
��

��
��

!�
��

�"
��

��
��

��
��

��
��

��
��

��
��

#
��

�$
��

��
�%

��
�$

��
��

��
&

��
��

�



'��	����	���������	����
�	(����	������������
�	���� ��
�����

    It’s not uncommon for teens to use alcohol or drugs to cope with PTSD symptoms.  Alcohol 
or drugs can at first seem to ease their distress.  They can give teens pleasurable feelings or help 
them avoid the intense feelings that can follow stressful experiences.  But in the long run, sub-
stance abuse can keep the teen in a cycle of avoidance and can make it more difficult to recover 
from trauma.  In order to overcome the distress associated with trauma, teenagers will need help 
in learning better ways to cope that do not result in additional health and social problems. 

    Teenagers who already have a history of using substances are also more likely to participate 
in risky behaviors (such as driving under the influence or hanging out in unsafe neighbor-
hoods), which can put them at risk of experiencing traumatic events (such as victimization and 
injury).  Because of the many problems associated with alcohol and drug use, these teenagers 
may have a harder time being able to cope with traumatic events. 

    Regardless of whether teenagers experienced traumatic stress or substance abuse first, it is 
clear that these problems can be better understood together. 
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A traumatic event is a situation in which a person perceives grave threat to their physical self or their very life 
or that of someone close to them.  Examples include being involved in or witnessing natural or man-made dis-
asters, violent crimes, automobile accidents, life-threatening illness, sexual abuse, and physical abuse.  Teen-
agers’ response to trauma varies.  Some seem to show few, if any, problems as a result of being involved in a 
traumatic event.  Others may go on to develop long-lasting problems, including post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD).  PTSD is an intense emotional and physical response that can be triggered by reminders of the trau-
matic event. 

Newsletter resources:  Prevent Child Abuse America: Research Center,  

The National Child Traumatic Stress Network (NCTSN) 
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Teenagers benefit from early intervention and ongoing parental support.  If the trauma is recurring or 
has the potential to recur, talk with your teen about ways to minimize risk of future trauma.  

Remember, safety and both mental and physical health should be top priorities.  Here are some other 
ways you can support your child: 

�  Some traumatic events can lead to fear, shame & guilt.  Encourage your teen to talk to you. 

�  Adolescents exposed to trauma may feel self-conscious about their emotional reactions and worry 
about how these feelings make them different from their peers.  Be supportive & don’t criticize. 

�  Help your teen cope and work through feelings of unfairness, shame, guilt, anger, and revenge. 
Help your teen come up with constructive ways to lessen his or her feelings of helplessness. 

�  Learn to recognize your teen’s “triggers” or “reminders” of the traumatic event, as they may lead 
to a loss of emotional or behavioral control. 

�  If the event affected the whole family, discuss the possible strain on relationships.  Be honest about 
your own difficulty with the event and get help for yourself if necessary. 


