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BACKGROUND

• Alcohol misuse is a prevalent and substantial public health concern

• 3 million children in the UK live with a risky drinking parent

• Impacts upon both the parent and the child but intervention rare

• Robust evidence for brief alcohol interventions with adults in primary care

• Little is known about how best to intervene with parents, and in social care
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METHODS

• Population - substance using adult 
parents (≥18 years) or their children 
(0-21 years) 

• Intervention – Psychosocial 
interventions

• Comparison – no intervention, 
delayed, attention control, alternative 
active treatment, treatment as usual

• Outcome - Reduction in parental 
substance use (primary)

• Study design - trials
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EFFECTIVE PSYCHOSOCIAL INTERVENTIONS TO REDUCE PARENTAL SUBSTANCE USE
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DESCRIPTION OF STUDIES



FINDINGS & IMPLICATIONS 

Integrated interventions are effective 

Fathers seemed to benefit most

Interventions which involved the child are not effective

Parenting may offer a mechanism for change

Mothers in the studies had complex needs

Need to balance shame and develop motivation

Limitations – lack of evidence of what works with risky drinkers



QUALITATIVE STUDY

In-depth qualitative interviews with parents in contact with children’s social care
­ 14 mothers; 8 fathers

3 focus groups with social care practitioners

1 focus group with alcohol treatment practitioners



Parents told us…

Social care practitioners are legitimate in asking about their alcohol use, parents often 
had not been asked about their alcohol use, would like to be asked about their alcohol use

Practitioners told us…

Asking parents about alcohol can be difficult, they often rely on observable signs before 
asking, routine and structured conversations can be helpful in identifying parents who are 
risky drinkers

ASKING ABOUT ALCOHOL



The relationship is the work

[Social care practitioner] and I did have a really good bond, a really good 
relationship…it was like, “Actually if she is mentioning it then maybe I need to sort it out 
as well” (mother)

The work helps the relationship

They weren’t proper help, they just… I don’t know they just wanted to refer you to 
someone else, refer you to someone else, refer you to someone else. I just shook my head 
and thought I can’t be bothered with you (father)

THE IMPORTANCE OF RELATIONSHIP



How brief  are brief  interventions? 

Once [worker’s name] had said to me, “Have you been having a party?” It was conscious in my 
mind, “She knows that I have had a drink.” It is in your head, so that for me was enough to 
see. That clicked in my head and that was enough for me to say to myself, “you are going to 
sort your drinking out.” (mother)

Making it relevant

He gets his bottles of beer that he normally drinks and he was like, “These ones are three for 
£5 and these ones are a box of ten for £10”. We were sitting working out the units on the 
alcohol bottles because he had never looked at a bottle to see how many units were in them. 
He was like, “I can understand where you're coming from and why I'm a risky drinker now but I 
tend to go for them because they're cheaper” (practitioner)

TALKING ABOUT ALCOHOL



The virtual voice of  the child

I think parents have got that many stresses in their life that they use alcohol to numb whatever 
stress it is. What they don’t realise is the kids are there and they can see it (mother)

TALKING ABOUT FAMILY

The teachable moment

I think that would be a huge thing for them to realise that it affects the kids. I think a lot of 
them probably think it doesn’t, the kids are in bed or they don’t even realise (practitioner)

One of the first things to discuss is about the risks to the health, the risk to the children 
growing up watching you do this (father) 



Strengths-based
I don’t like having my parenting role being criticised, and I probably haven’t been a good role 
model for my kids, drinking. Probably haven’t. But then, I could be taking drugs, couldn’t I, or 
smoking? What am I supposed to do? Am I not supposed to be doing fuck all? I could be 
bringing blokes home. I don’t. I could be having house parties. I don’t (mother) 

Non-judgemental

Everything [practitioner’s name] asks you, you never feel like he’s judging you. You don’t feel like 
you’re being criticised, you don’t feel like you’re doing something wrong. He just listens (mother)

THE IMPORTANCE OF APPROACH



PILOTING THE BRIEF INTERVENTION





PARENTS PILOT FEASIBILITY TRIAL

Aims to investigate whether it is possible to recruit and retain risky drinking parents 
involved with children’s social care to RCT.

Target of 60 parents per arm, 35 parents per arm followed up
• Recruit 60% of eligible parents
• 60% of participants accept/attend intervention session
• 60% retained at 12 months follow-up



CONSORT



FINDINGS SO FAR

Parents appear willing to discuss alcohol with social care practitioners

Extended brief interventions appear more acceptable to social care 
practitioners

Interventions are most likely to be accepted by parents if they are delivered 
opportunistically

It is not feasible to recruit parents to a RCT via social care practitioners

It maybe feasible to recruit and retain parents via postal questionnaires

Efficacy or real world?



THANK YOU – QUESTIONS? r.mcgovern@ncl.ac.uk


