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Drug use and the family 
Lee-Nah Hsu · 

Family relationships can 
contribute to drug-use-related 
problems - yet can have a 
powerful influence in 
preventing or modifying these 
problems. The challenge is to 
help the family to detect, 
prevent and if necessary treat 
abusers, with positive support 
within the family and the 
community. 

Drugs are part of human society. 
The ancient societies enriched 
their cultural ceremonies 

through drugs which they believed 
could link them to the gods or to 
interior forces. People celebrated 
happiness and sadness with drugs, or 
used them in rituals to highlight the 
miracles of birth, life and death. Since 
drugs include alcohol, tobacco and 
licit and illicit psychoactive 
substances, none of us escapes drug 
use in our lifetime. Yet the magical, 
life-enhancing substances can also be 
the agents of destruction of life. The 
challenge is to find a balance in 
realizing the beneficial gifts of drugs 
while minimizing their destructive 
forces. 

The family is the fust environment 
where an individual encounters drug 
use. Parents who smoke, drink 
alcohol, or use other drugs, will affect 
the formation and development of 
their children, even before they are 
conceived or born. Studies have found 
that the father's exposure to harmful 
substances at work, smoking 
cigarettes, drinking alcohol and using 

it is within the family that a lifetime's habits and behaviours are formed 

other drugs may contribute to low 
birth weight and other malformations 
in the baby. Young women, especially 
of low socioeconomic status, who 
abuse drugs and alcohol tend to be 
malnourished and lack access to 
prenatal health care - factors which 
can contribute to later fetal 
malformations during pregnancy. 
Families can also be gravely damaged 
or destroyed by excessive use of 
psychoactive substances by family 
members. The damage can result from 
the immediate effects of drug use, 
such as violence associated with 
intoxication, or from long-term 
effects, such as economic problems, 
discord and breakdown in 
communication resulting from drug 
dependence and impaired health. 

Influence of the family 

A women' s project run by WHO's 
Programme on Substance Abuse has 
found that, in most countries, families 
and close relationships on the one 
hand contribute to drug-use-related 

People everywhere need to be informed of the 
dangers of drugs. 
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problems, and on the other hand also 
have a powerful influence in 
preventing or modifying drug abuse. 
Studies have shown that more than 
60% of people with alcohol abuse 
problems, especially among women, 
have family members who had 
difficulties with the appropriate use of 
alcohol. In addition, most drug users 
tend to mix alcohol and other drugs, 
and seldom use only one substance. 
Child neglect is a particularly 
common problem among drug
abusing families. 

Although in many cases, family 
members deny the existence of drug
use problems and make heroic efforts 
to carry on life as usual, the family is 
also the arena for learning healthy 
behaviour, including ways of 
preventing or dealing with drug-use 
problems. A family's ability to 
promote healthy behaviour can be 
enhanced by providing relevant 
information, encouraging early 
detection and offering prompt 
assistance through primary health care 
when drug abuse does become a 
problem. 

However, it takes the collective 
effort of the individuals comprising a 
family to deal effectively with issues 
that affect the integrity of that unit. 
The increasing breakdown of families 
(particularly in single-parent 
households) means that this vital 
support system is often lacking. But a 
healthy family can help an individual 
to cope by creating the right 
environment where he or she can 

The influence that parents have an their 
children's development cannot be 
overestimated. 

acquire the ability to handle life crises. 
Prevention should therefore be geared 
towards supporting the family as a 
unit rather than focusing on the 
substance abuser as an isolated 
individual- which is the dominant 
approach today. 

Vulnerable ages 
Children who run away from physical 
and psychological violence by drug
abusing parents may escape to the 

Young people are most often introduced to smoking or drug abuse by friends of their own age. 
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streets only to face another violent 
world. Some begin to sell their own 
bodies for survival and again get 
involved with drugs. Street children 
typify the plight of such youngsters. 
By contrast, some children who stay at 
home with drug-abusing families are 
likely to be forced into early 
adulthood against their will. They may 
have to take over the role of caring for 
and protecting younger siblings, or 
they may suffer the burden of 
supporting the drug-use habits of their 
parents by working on the streets or 
being sold to labour or prostitution. 
Children from such families are being 
deprived of their basic human rights 
for education and health care as well 
as freedom from hunger, fear and the 
danger of violence. Many such 
children may seek early marriage, 
hoping that this will provide another 
home to substitute for their own. 
Unfortunately, early pregnancy and 
childbearing for such new families 
often destabilize them before they take 
root, and many end up in divorce or 
separation. 

Adolescence itself is a vulnerable 
stage of life where peer pressures may 
override better judgement or family 
upbringing. Many adolescents who 
come from families without drug-use 
problems begin their first experiment 
with drugs through the examples of 
their friends. A gateway drug in some 
countries can be as simple and 
common as ordinary glue, which is 
harmful and can give a "high" when 
sniffed. In other countries, smoking 
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may be referred to as a gateway to 
other drugs. They hide the drug-use 
behaviour from their own families, 
who may not realize there is a 
problem until it is either too late or a 
crisis occurs. 

Aside from peer pressure, many 
adults who face a crisis in life, 
difficulties with their job, or 
disappointments in interpersonal 
relationships resort to drug use. In this 
highly competitive and rapidly 
changing political and socioeconomic 
climate, drug use has become the 
refuge for many and perhaps even a 
solution for some. Never before have 
we witnessed the disintegration or 
questioning of political establishments 
and the sweeping winds of change in 
every walk of life. Economic crises 
and unemployment encourage 
traditional attitudes and norms to 
crumble, and human beings are 
thrown into a world of uncertainty and 
risks which contribute to increased 
substance use. 

Even growing old may be 
accompanied by increasing drug use, 
whether appropriate or not. Families 
sometimes ask the doctor to put their 
older folk on tranquillizers to lessen 
their state of confusion, while some 
old persons may become confw;ed due 
to multiple drug inter~ctions - a trend 
which has left many cases of 
Alzheimer's disease undetected. The 
loss of families, friends and gainful 
employment during old age 
compounds the problematic use of 
drugs. 

Community support 

Prevention of drug-abuse problems for 
families requires the initiatives of 
community networks (women's 
organizations such as mothers against 
drunk driving or self-help groups such 
as Alcoholics Anonymous) and of 
concerned nongovernmental 
organizations. In this context, the 
primary health care system needs to 

link strongly with families , schools 
and the workplace, while public 
education and the mass media can 
play a part in targeting different age 
groups. Communities must provide 
greater alternative economic and 
social support to needy families than 
has hitherto been the case. 
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Finally, drug use and drug abuse 
ought to be de-stigmatized within a 
society and within a culture, so that 
the family can talk about these 
problems openly. This can prevent the 
secrecy surrounding drug use, 
improve understanding of the harmful 
effects that drugs can have on 
individuals and their families, and 
make it easier to detect problem users 
within a family at an early stage. 
Individuals can then be encouraged to 
seek treatment with family support. • 
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Drug problem? Talk about it. Families that are supportive can help their youngsters to get out of the drug-abuse trap . 


