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The facts
They have an 
increased risk for 
alcohol or other 
drug use 
themselves.

They are more 
likely to experience 
depression and 
anxiety.

They often struggle 
in school and may 
have more trouble 
with abstract 
thinking and 
problem-solving.

When a parent misuses alcohol, it can significantly 
impact the health and well-being of their children. It’s 
important to understand these effects, both immediate 
and long-term, so we can provide the right support 
and help break the cycle of addiction.

Supporting Children 
When a Parent Struggles 
with Alcohol Use

Guilt — They might feel responsible 
for their parent's substance use.

Depression — Feelings of 
loneliness and helplessness are 
common.

Anxiety — Frequent conflict or 
unpredictability can create constant 
worry and emotional 
hypervigilance.

Anger — They may direct their 
frustration or resentment at safe 
people or places outside the home.

Difficulty with trust — Repeated 
disappointments can make it difficult 
to form close, trusting relationships.

Embarrassment — The family 
situation can be a source of shame, 
leading to withdrawal from peers or 
trusted adults.

Confusion — Changes in the home 
environment can cause uncertainty 
and make it hard for them to feel 
safe elsewhere.

Children depend on parents for emotional support and guidance. When a 
parent struggles with alcohol use, they may be emotionally unavailable or 
inconsistent, disrupting key developmental stages and affecting how 
children grow and relate to others.

Some immediate effects can include:



How You Can Help
As a professional, you play a critical role in helping children who experience the challenges of having a parent with 
alcohol use issues. Here are some tips for providing meaningful support:

Create a Safe Space
Listen without judgment. Let the child know they 
can talk about their feelings and experiences 
openly.

Validate their emotions—fear, anger, 
sadness—and reassure them that these feelings 
are normal and understandable.

Maintain confidentiality within professional 
boundaries to build trust and respect.

Offer Consistent Support
Be a steady, reliable adult in their lives, 
especially if their home life feels unpredictable.

Help them understand that they are not 
responsible for their parent’s drinking or behavior.

Model healthy coping strategies, like stress 
management and problem-solving skills.

Teach and Practice Emotional Regulation
Encourage activities that help manage 
stress—such as journaling, physical activity, or 
creative outlets.

Talk about recognizing and naming emotions to 
help them express their feelings more effectively.

Teach relaxation techniques, like deep breathing, 
to help manage anxiety.

Promote Positive Relationships
Encourage involvement in supportive peer 
groups or after-school programs that build 
connection and resilience.

Highlight the importance of friendships, mentors, 
and safe adults outside the family.

Connect with Resources
Share information about local and national 
resources.

Encourage them (and their family, if appropriate) 
to access counseling or therapy services for 
additional support.

Recognize Signs of Trauma
Be alert to signs of chronic stress, perfectionism, 
secrecy, or emotional withdrawal.

Understand that behavioral issues may be a way 
of coping with a difficult home environment.

Respond with empathy and consistent 
boundaries rather than punishment alone.

Empower and Educate
Help children understand that alcohol use 
disorder is a disease, and it’s not their fault.

Teach them about healthy boundaries and 
assertiveness skills so they can express their 
needs safely.

Encourage them to dream about their future and 
set goals beyond their current circumstances.

By recognizing the unique challenges these 
children face and offering compassionate, 
consistent support, you can help build a 
foundation for their healing and resilience.

Breaking the Cycle
Healing changes how the past affects the future. With 
support and tools, individuals can break unhealthy 
patterns, set boundaries, and build healthy relationships.

Helping children and adults build resilience and coping 
skills is key to breaking the cycle of addiction and giving 
the next generation a chance to thrive.


