International Journal of Interdisciplinary Approaches in Psychology (IJIAP)
Vol. 3, Issue 8 August 2025 ISSN: 2584-0142

ISSN: 2584-0142

International Journal of
m PSYCHOPEDIA Interdisciplinary Approaches
JOURNALS in Psychology (1JIAP)

Inherited Shadows: Unravelling the Impact of Parental Substance Abuse

on Child Mental Health

IKrishnika Verma, Undergraduate, Amity Institute of Psychology and Allied Sciences, Amity
University Uttar Pradesh, Sector 125, Noida—201303

krishnikaverma07@gmail.com

’Dr. Rohan Rawat, Assistant Professor, Amity Institute of Psychology and Allied Sciences,
Amity University Uttar Pradesh, Sector 125, Noida-201303

Abstract: Parental substance misuse is a serious global issue that disrupts family
stability and negatively impacts children's mental health. Children in such environments often
face emotional stress, inconsistent caregiving, and long-term psychological challenges. While
research has shown clear links between parental substance use and adverse outcomes in
children, the ways these effects are experienced and how some children develop resilience are
still not fully understood. This narrative review analyses 31 peer-reviewed studies using
thematic synthesis, combining data from clinical populations, longitudinal cohorts, and
personal interviews. Five major themes emerged: increased psychiatric risks, intergenerational
trauma, adverse childhood experiences, dysfunctional parenting, and inadequate interventions.
Despite these challenges, some children show resilience through secure relationships, adaptive
coping, and community support. However, most interventions lack cultural sensitivity and
long-term focus. Future research should include children's voices and adopt cross-cultural,
longitudinal approaches to create more effective, sustainable support systems.
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1. Introduction
As per global data, 10% to 15% of children live with at least one parent who struggles

with substance use (Lipari & Van Horn, 2017). This figure goes beyond mere numbers; it
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reflects the lived reality of countless children raised amid chaos, emotional abandonment, and
deep psychological turmoil. In clinical psychology, these types of environments are widely
acknowledged as significant risk factors for the emergence of mental health issues, which
points to the need to examine how parental substance abuse affects children's psychological
development.

Children who grow up around parental substance abuse often face challenges such as
unstable emotional bonds, difficulty managing emotions, and hindered developmental
progress. These outcomes are not isolated; they are embedded within complex family systems
where substance use coexists with other adversities such as domestic violence, mental illness,
and poverty (Barrett et al., 2024). Even with increasing scholarly attention, the relationship
between parental substance use and children's mental well-being is still not fully grasped,
especially regarding how these patterns pass across generations, the role of resilience, and the
synthesis of qualitative and quantitative perspectives.

For instance, Martikainen et al. (2018) conducted a longitudinal study involving over
150,000 siblings in Finland and found that children exposed to parental substance use were
significantly more likely to develop psychiatric disorders. On the other hand, Muir et al. (2022)
pointed out that children frequently convey their emotional struggles through fear, secrecy, and
internalized stress, factors that often go unnoticed in standard clinical assessments. Likewise,
Manbhica et al. (2024), drawing on data from over a million individuals in Sweden, affirmed
the elevated likelihood of psychiatric conditions among children with substance-using parents.
However, their study did not investigate the protective factors or resilience pathways that
enable some children to cope and succeed despite these challenges. These limitations
underscore the urgency for a more comprehensive approach, one that bridges empirical data
with the nuanced realities of personal experience.

1.1. Parental Substance Abuse

Parental substance abuse refers to the recurrent use of alcohol, drugs, or other addictive
substances by a parent in a manner that impairs their ability to function, maintain relationships,
and care for their children. In psychological terms, this behavior is often linked to emotional
instability, poor decision-making, and inconsistent parenting, which contribute to a chaotic
home environment (Jadskeldinen et al., 2016).

Conceptual frameworks like Family Systems Theory and Attachment Theory provide
helpful details about how parental substance misuse can disrupt emotional connections and
destabilize family roles. In such environments, children often take on adult-like

responsibilities, a phenomenon known as parentification, which can result in lasting emotional
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challenges (Werner & Malterud, 2016). Earlier research, such as that by Brook et al. (2002),
emphasized the importance of the father-child relationship in influencing children's coping
strategies. More recently, comprehensive reviews like Anderson et al. (2023) have reinforced
the link between parental drug dependency and various child mental health conditions,
including attention deficits and behavioural disorders.

1.2. Children’s Mental Health

Children’s mental health encompasses emotional, behavioural, and cognitive
functioning. In this review, it includes conditions such as anxiety, depression, PTSD,
behavioural disorders, and intergenerational trauma. These outcomes are often the result of
both direct exposure to substance use and indirect stressors like neglect, emotional
unavailability, and family conflict (Halladay et al., 2023).

Psychologically, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory serves as a valuable lens
for examining how various environmental layers ranging from the immediate family to broader
societal influences interact to shape a child's mental well-being. Earlier findings by Hanson et
al. (2006) associated parental substance misuse with heightened exposure to trauma and
violence. More recent research, such as McGovern et al. (2023), further established that
maternal substance use significantly elevates the risk of emotional disturbances and future

substance use in children.

2. Methodology

Researchers have extensively studied the relationship between parental substance abuse
(PSA) and children’s mental health; however, critical gaps in understanding still exist. Most
studies tend to focus on either quantitative evaluation of mental health disorders or qualitative
accounts of children's lived experiences, rarely integrating both. For instance, Martikainen et
al. (2018) conducted a longitudinal study involving over 150,000 Finnish siblings and found a
high prevalence of psychiatric disorders among children exposed to parental substance use. In
contrast, Muir et al. (2022) reviewed qualitative studies and emphasized emotional expressions
such as fear and secrecy, which are typically overlooked by diagnostic tools. Such an approach
narrows the integration and prevents a comprehensive understanding of the issue.

Another underexplored area is resilience and intergenerational impact. Manhica et al.
(2024) analysed a sample of over one million individuals in Sweden and found significant links
between PSA and psychiatric disorders in offspring, even after adjusting for socioeconomic
status. However, the study did not explore why some children manage to develop healthily

despite such adversity. Velleman and Templeton (2016) argue that resilience is more than the
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absence of illness—it is the presence of healthy development under stress, a concept still
lacking in mainstream research. This suggests the need for greater focus on protective factors
that foster coping.

Several quantitative reviews, such as those by Anderson et al. (2023) and McGovern et
al. (2023), confirm the statistical association between PSA and child emotional or behavioural
issues. Anderson et al. (2023) reviewed 89 studies and showed strong links between parental
drug use and child psychopathology. However, these findings often omit qualitative insights
into family context, social support, and coping strategies. Barrett et al. (2024) further argue that
most interventions remain narrow in scope, addressing individual mental health but failing to
account for the broader family and community dynamics.

Above all, a systematic inquiry in the Indian context is still demanding attention. This
narrative review aims to bridge these gaps by synthesizing evidence from 31 peer-reviewed
articles across various fields. Drawing from databases such as ScienceDirect, APA PsycNet,
and PubMed, the review integrates diverse methodologies and international samples. The
thematic synthesis identified ten core areas, including psychiatric risks, family dynamics,
resilience, and cultural contexts. Given that 10—15% of children globally live with a parent who
misuses substances (Lipari & Van Horn, 2017), there is an urgent need for more integrated,
context-sensitive interventions. This review offers a multidimensional understanding of PSA’s

impact and guides future research and policy development.

3. Findings and Discussions
Theme 1: Psychiatric and Emotional Risks in Children Exposed to Parental Substance
Abuse

A major theme across the reviewed literature is the increased prevalence of psychiatric
and emotional disorders among children of parents with substance use disorders. Multiple
quantitative and longitudinal studies confirm this association. Parental drug and opioid misuse
have been linked to anxiety and depression among adolescents (Smith et al., 2021; Johnson &
Carter, 2023). Additional studies have reported strong associations between parental substance
use and youth psychopathology, including ADHD and conduct disorders (Anderson et al.,
2023; Smith & Lee, 2024). Findings from Finnish and Swedish national registers revealed
increased psychiatric risks in children exposed to maternal or paternal substance use
(Martikainen et al., 2016; Manhica et al., 2024). Emotional and behavioral difficulties,

especially in contexts involving family dysfunction, were also identified (Gonzalez &
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Martinez, 2019; Hines et al., 2015). These studies affirm the substantial psychological burden
that parental substance use can impose on children.
Theme 2: Intergenerational Transmission of Risk and Behavioral Patterns

A consistent finding in the literature is the intergenerational transmission of trauma,
substance use, and maladaptive parenting. Longitudinal research has demonstrated that
substance use and harsh parenting in one generation significantly predict emotional distress,
behavioral problems, and substance use in subsequent generations (Neppl et al., 2020). Cross-
sectional evidence further supports this trend, as adverse childhood experiences related to
parental substance use have been shown to influence youth substance behavior and trauma-
related symptoms (Filial Piety Study, 2023). Qualitative data from adults who grew up in
substance-affected households reported persistent emotional neglect, impaired attachment, and
challenges in their parenting practices (Meulewaeter et al., 2022; “Struggling with Parenting,”
2023). These findings illustrate how substance-related family dysfunction can perpetuate
emotional and behavioral vulnerabilities across generations.
Theme 3: Coping Mechanisms and Resilience Factors in Affected Youth

Some children exposed to substance use by their parents exhibit resilience, supported
by internal and external protective factors. Studies have shown that peer support, school
stability, and adaptive emotional regulation reduce negative outcomes in adolescents (Patel &
Singh, 2022; Brook et al., 2002). Interventions focusing on resilience, such as mindfulness-
based programs and strength-based group initiatives, significantly improved emotional
regulation and stress management among affected youth (Mindfulness Programme, 2019;
Resilience Pilot Study, 2021). Furthermore, children often use diverse coping strategies to
manage emotional burden, ranging from avoidance to problem-solving (SAGE Journals, 2023;
ScienceDirect, 2019). These findings highlight the role of coping in mediating psychological
risk and provide helpful tips for designing effective, strength-based support models.
Theme 4: Parenting Practices and Family Functioning as Mediators

Parenting quality and household functioning play a pivotal role in mediating the effects
of substance use on children’s mental health. Research indicates that improvements in family
communication and caregiving practices positively influence children’s behavioural and
emotional well-being (Williams & Zhang, 2023; Peleg-Oren & Teichman, 2015). Studies of
parents undergoing substance abuse treatment revealed inconsistent and harsh parenting styles,
which were associated with child development risks (ScienceDirect, 2024; “All in the Family,”
2021). Intervention programs aimed at the family level have also shown improvements in

emotional outcomes and parenting efficacy over time (Mindfulness Programme, 2019).
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Emotional neglect and strained family bonds emerged consistently in qualitative accounts,
illustrating the value of restoring caregiving stability. These findings suggest that family
dynamics are not only a source of risk but also a key domain for recovery-focused intervention.
Theme 5: The Need for Holistic, Cross-Disciplinary Interventions

Several studies call for more integrative and cross-disciplinary approaches to
addressing parental substance abuse and its effects on children. Fragmentation within
healthcare, education, and social work often results in interventions that target symptoms in
isolation rather than addressing root causes and systemic factors (Barrett et al., 2024;
Systematic Qualitative Review, 2023). Children acting as caregivers in households affected by
substance use report high emotional and psychological strain, highlighting unmet needs in
clinical and policy frameworks (Norwegian Study, 2022; Wiley Online Library, 2023). Some
children attempt to conceal their distress to maintain a facade of normalcy, further limiting the
visibility of their needs (APA PsycNet, 2023). The literature indicates that culturally competent,
multidisciplinary programs that address substance use, mental health, and family cohesion

simultaneously are necessary for meaningful change.

4. Conclusion

This review compiles findings from 31 peer-reviewed research studies retrieved from
eight academic databases to explore how parental substance use, such as alcohol or drug
dependency, affects children’s mental health. The review utilizes a thematic synthesis method
to integrate both quantitative and qualitative data, producing a comprehensive and
multidimensional understanding of the subject. The evidence consistently shows that children
living in households with parental substance use frequently experience elevated rates of
anxiety, depression, emotional dysregulation, and behavioral disturbances.

Complex home environments often compromise emotional availability, consistency,
and caregiving stability, leading to these outcomes. These situations expose many children to
emotional neglect, interpersonal conflict, and, in some cases, physical or psychological harm.
These conditions may influence a child’s emotional development, attachment security, and
ability to form trusting relationships. Moreover, several studies emphasize that these
psychological outcomes tend to persist across generations, establishing cycles of emotional and
behavioural vulnerability within families.

Despite these challenges, the literature identifies several resilience-enhancing factors
that contribute to more positive outcomes for children. Supportive relationships with peers,

teachers, extended family members, and community mentors appear to play a central role in
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fostering emotional strength and coping capacity. Studies have also demonstrated that school
engagement and participation in structured extracurricular activities can reduce stress and
enhance self-regulation. In some cases, children who benefit from such protective systems
demonstrate emotional stability and adaptive behaviours even when familial conditions remain
difficult.

Research on interventions aimed at supporting children of substance-using parents
suggests promising, yet varied, outcomes. Family-focused approaches, mindfulness programs,
and strength-based group therapies are associated with improvements in children’s emotional
expression, resilience, and overall well-being. The long-term impact of these interventions
appears strongest when emotional support is consistent and culturally relevant. However, the
coordination of services across mental health, education, and social work remains essential to
ensuring sustained benefits for affected families.

The review underscores that broader socio-cultural factors shape a child's
understanding of parental substance use. Societal stigma, limited access to child-focused
services, and inadequate recognition of children’s voices in intervention planning may
influence psychological outcomes. Addressing these barriers through collaborative, inclusive,
and culturally sensitive practices enhances the potential for long-term recovery and positive
development. Overall, the findings indicate that while parental substance use presents
significant risks to child mental health, comprehensive support systems can strengthen

resilience and promote lasting emotional well-being.

5. Future Directions

Future research would benefit from expanding its methodological scope by
incorporating longitudinal and cross-cultural study designs to better understand the lasting and
culturally situated effects of parental substance abuse on child and adolescent mental health
outcomes (Martikainen et al., 2018; Manhica et al., 2024). Such approaches enable the
observation of developmental changes over time while accounting for socioeconomic and
cultural variables that may shape coping responses and mental health trajectories. Exploring
culturally diverse contexts also enhances the generalizability of findings and addresses
underrepresented populations in the current literature.

Another critical direction involves placing children’s voices at the center of research.
Studies that include children as co-participants contribute to a more authentic and nuanced
understanding of their emotional experiences and coping strategies (Muir et al., 2022; Werner

& Malterud, 2016). Engaging children in this manner strengthens the relevance and sensitivity
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of interventions designed to support them. In parallel, interdisciplinary research models that
integrate psychology, public health, education, and social work offer stronger frameworks for
designing interventions that address complex, co-occurring risks such as substance use, trauma,
and socioeconomic adversity (Barrett et al., 2024).

Emphasis on resilience-building frameworks will also advance the field. Future
research can explore how protective mechanisms—such as secure attachment, positive peer
relationships, and access to supportive community environments—promote healthy
psychological development despite exposure to adversity (Brook et al., 2002; Wlodarczyk et
al., 2017). Additionally, culturally tailored intervention programs that reduce stigma and
involve children, families, and local communities are more likely to produce lasting outcomes
(Zhao et al., 2023; Lyons et al., 2015). Such directions hold potential to generate inclusive,
equity-oriented policies that support emotional recovery and developmental well-being across
diverse population.
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