
Effects of Parental Drinking on Children 
 
Barnardos through its work with families and children is aware of the effects of parental 
drinking on children and knows its impact can last a lifetime. Barnardos recognises that 
most parents do not deliberately intend to harm their children or to develop behaviours that 
are likely to have a negative impact on them. However, as alcohol is so widely available 
and culturally acceptable in Irish society it is perceived to be less harmful than illegal 
substances with the result that the affects of its misuse on children can be underestimated.  
 
General familial consequences of parental misuse of alcohol  
All family circumstances are different but common issues identified1 include 

- Inconsistency in parenting styles with routines becoming irregular.  
- Parents becoming emotionally and physically detached from their children and as a 

result have a poorer awareness of their children’s needs.  
- Family may experience material deprivation such as lack of food or clothing. 
- Parents have reduced sensitivity to risk of danger and may leave children 

unsupervised  
- Children have to assume parenting responsibility prematurely as parents unable to 

conduct domestic and childcare duties effectively.  
- Children feeling confused, rejected, burdened and unable to trust parents. 

 
Parental alcohol misuse and its impact on children 
Before detailing the possible effects on children according to theme, it is important to 
highlight that all children are different and the way in which they respond will vary. 
Barnardos experience of working with children of different ages and backgrounds show 
that the impact of alcohol misuse on the parent-child relationship is always family specific 
and depends on the frequency and severity of misuse. Similarly the effects on children and 
their ability to cope will depend on their age, individual characteristics, personalities and 
coping mechanisms. Their external environment such as friends, extended family, school 
and community will also be significant.  
 

1. Risks to child’s health 
Addiction has adverse effects on the health and development of a foetus. In Ireland, 
alcohol consumption amongst pregnant women is very high at 82%2 nearly four times as 
many as in USA. A survey of more than 43,000 women attending ante-natal classes at the 
Coombe Hospital, Dublin, between 1999 -2005 found that almost 10% were consuming six 
or more alcoholic drinks a week3. This can lead to Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder that 
can cause physiological differences, concentration problems and heart defects. Alcohol is 
one of the three most common causes of brain damage in infants and the only one that is 
avoidable 4. 
 
In young children, there can be an increased exposure to risk with parents leaving alcohol 
bottles around, children being left unsupervised or left with unsuitable carers. Throughout 
their childhood and teenage years, a child’s mental health may be affected, as parents are 
not emotionally engaging with their child and therefore unable to offer the level of support 
and encouragement required to meet their child’s needs.  
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If violence accompanies the addiction, a child could be at risk of danger if he /she is the 
victim of the violence or tries to intervene or complain about the parental behaviour.    
 

2. Risks to child’s education  
Barnardos knows that the level of stimulation offered as a baby and infant is crucial to all 
future learning, concentration and attainment. A child is more likely to reach their 
educational potential if they are exposed to a healthy learning environment from the 
outset. Parenting styles characterised by inconsistency, neglect and impoverished 
surroundings have an adverse affect on a child’s learning development.  
 
Children of parents with chronic alcohol problems are likely to have more problems at 
school in terms of learning difficulties, reading problems, poor concentration and generally 
low performance5.  
 
Absenteeism from school may result, as young people may have to care for a parent who 
is unwell or look after younger siblings. Feelings of anxiety and fear about a parents’ 
welfare can heighten their experience of absenteeism or lead to disruptive behaviour in 
school6. 
 

3. Risk to child’s emotional and behavioural development 
 A parent’s preoccupation with alcohol will have a range of consequences for their child’s 
sense of emotional security. Inconsistency and lack of routine can increase fears, distress 
and uncertainty. The cycle of broken promises can lead to feelings of rejection and lack of 
trust in their parents7.  
 
Children of alcohol misusing parents can suffer higher rates of separation from and loss of 
parents due to imprisonment, hospitalisation and random absences8. This distress and 
separation anxiety can manifest in children developing behaviour issues such as acting 
out or becoming withdrawn.  
 
Lastly, a child’s self esteem and identity can be affected as the parents behaviour and 
shame of is a source of embarrassment to the child and can impact on their ability to make 
friendships and develop a social circle.   
 
Conclusion 
Alcohol is an addictive drug that can have an adverse effect on family life. Its misuse can 
impact negatively on children, on their childhood and their subsequent development into 
adult life. The emotional and physical detachment of parents affects every aspect of a 
child’s development, the scars of which can last a lifetime.   
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