
www.dfc.sa.gov.au

research review

These key messages are part 
of the larger research report 
Parental substance misuse 
and children’s entry into 
Alternative Care in South 
Australia, 2006. 

A full copy of the report 
can be obtained from the 
Department for Families and 
Communities Research Unit 
website 
www.dfc.sa.gov.au/research/

For more information: 

Department for Families and 
Communities
Business Affairs
Research Unit

research@dfc.sa.gov.au
ph: 08 8413 8176

The impact on children
Parental substance misuse has the potential to impact on virtually all aspects of a 
child’s health and development from conception onwards.

Common risk factors include:

•	 the adverse effect of pre-natal exposure to drugs and alcohol on the developing 
brain

•	 compromised parenting practices ie physically or psychologically unavailable 
parents

•	 increased risk of child abuse and neglect 

•	 disruption to children’s primary care 

•	 neglect where household resources are invested in the pursuit and use of drugs 

•	 exposure to activities related to drug use or drug seeking behaviour including 
violence within the home and other criminal activity

•	 risk of infectious diseases

•	 risk of developing early conduct and behavioural problems

•	 risk of failing at school 

•	 elevated risk for developing substance use problems themselves.

The impact on the child protection system
Families with parental substance misuse have high rates of child abuse and 
neglect, posing specific challenges for child protection workers.

•	 Few parents voluntarily seek or complete treatment and many are resistant to 
change.

•	 Substance use can limit a parents ability to collaboratively engage in a planned 
decision making process.

•	 Accurate risk assessment can be difficult due to the high likelihood of relapse.

•	 Children of substance misusing families tend to stay in care longer and are less 
likely to be reunified.

•	 Child protection issues may be the catalyst that bring drug and alcohol issues to 
light and may also provide the motivation to change.

•	 Child protection workers are in a unique position to support families on a 
pathway to treatment.

•	 Family engagement and the development of a collaborative working alliance are 
key to an effective intervention.
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