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Growing up in a home where an adult has a substance abuse problem can be chaotic and frightening to children. Odd behavior, arguments and tears without explanation often make children draw their own — usually wrong — conclusions. They may become withdrawn or act out in aggressive ways or begin using substances themselves. “Addiction is the dirty little secret of many families,” says Natalie Blais, parenting strategist with APassionateParent.com. “Parents and adults walk a delicate line talking to kids about addiction.”

How Old Is Your Child?
How you speak to a child about addiction varies with the age of the child, of course. “We must remember they have only their experience with which to process information,” says Blais. “Even if we don’t think so, kids are very aware of what goes on around them.” For young children, a good opening line may be to ask if they’ve ever seen Uncle Joe acting sleepy, or if they’ve noticed Daddy being loud and goofy when everyone else is not. Kids can process how they feel in a situation, says Blais. “Often, asking them how they feel in a situation is the easiest way to start a conversation on a difficult subject.”
Experts stress that it’s important to tell kids the truth. They know when you’re lying, says John Mayer, PhD, a clinical psychologist specializing in treating adolescents, children, families and substance abusers. “Kids know about addiction because of social media and the Internet. They will see through any deception you try to cover up addiction.” Which is not to say, though, that kids of all ages (or any age, for that matter), need to know all the details of what’s happening; just that you should not lie or mislead them. These general guidelines can help start a dialogue:
· Prior to age 10: Young children deserve to be spoken to so that they have the chance and a feeling of safety to speak directly to how they feel and to express their fears, says Blais: “Young kids and [even] teens can relate to the feeling of wanting something so bad and, no matter how much your brain told you ‘no,’ you still wanted it.”Start with an example like this, then tell them it’s the same way with drugs and alcohol, and that even parents, relatives and family friends have things that they want so much they can’t seem to say no, or make a better choice. Blais suggests saying something like, “Right now, Mom [or Dad] is dealing with the same thing. Sometimes we make really good choices and sometimes, even when we know better, we choose the one thing that will hurt us.” Very young children should simply be told that “so-and-so is ill, and they get ill from this addiction,” adds Dr. Mayer.
· Tweens: Provide details if your son or daughter is interested in them, but don’t use this time to deliver a lecture about the evils of addiction, cautions Mayer. “The child will turn off hearing the important information you have to give them. Stick to the facts and what you know is true. Be truthful and transparent about, say, Uncle John’s ‘illness,’ which has been caused by an addiction to [X substance].”
· Teens: Speaking with older kids requires being honest and forthright, says Blais. “Teens can see right through you when you’re trying to gloss over the situation. They will quickly check out if they feel you’re not being honest with them or are speaking down to them.” A great opener for teens may be, “Dad and I have been talking about what he drinks after dinner.” Or, “Do you remember the time I had to put Mom to bed after she came home acting really strangely?” “Begin with the kid’s experience of the event and then speak directly to the situation,” recommends Blais.
You also want to have one person in your immediate family to provide information on the addict, says Mayer. “Reliable sources, such as one or both of the parents only, should be the people to provide the most factual information. This avoids all the gossip and rumor mills that naturally get generated by multiple sources of information flooding the kids.”
Without explanation, children often feel that the turmoil in the house is their fault. For example, your son or daughter may not know why their parent loses their temper and assume it’s something they did or didn’t do, like clean up their room or finish their homework, says Mayer. “In childhood the child’s cognitive state is that of a ‘me’-centered world, [so] mentally, kids will always jump to the assumption that ‘it’s my fault’ unless they have proof to the contrary.” This makes conversations about addiction of vital importance, as is explaining the addiction in a way that’s within a child’s ability to understand.
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“Dad’s an addict.” “Mom’s going to rehab.” These are not easy conversations to have with a child, even one that has long been aware that there’s a problem.
More than 28 million Americans are children of alcoholics, yet addiction isn’t being talked about in most homes. Instead, children grow up facing a lifetime of issues other kids don’t have to manage. They tend to have more emotional, behavioral and academic problems than other kids, and are four times more likely to become addicts themselves. They are also at greater risk of abuse and neglect, witnessing domestic violence, and marrying an addict later in life. 
As children learn to fend for themselves to survive, unpredictability and chaos become the norm in addicted homes. Lack of consistent discipline can produce deficits in self-control and personal responsibility, or conversely, over-control or hyper-vigilance. Children may even feel that their parent’s drug problem — and the subsequent breakup of the family or removal of the child from the home that sometimes ensues — is their fault.
Their emotions run a confusing gamut. At once resentful of and loyal to their addicted parent, children are reluctant to open up and share long-held family secrets, even if they desperately want the support. They may have a strong self-preservation instinct, but at the same time, they’re not sure if they deserve to take care of their own needs when their parent is spiraling out of control. The conflicting feelings continue as children get a glimmer of hope when their parent promises to quit even though they’ve been disappointed repeatedly.
In this impossible situation, what can parents, caretakers or other adults say to their children? How do they explain the wreckage of addiction to someone who, at a young age, has already been overexposed to some of the darkest potentialities of life?
Time the Conversation. A conversation about a parent’s addiction is best had when there are no distractions and the situation is relatively calm. If possible, bring it up when there is a plan in place to get help for the addicted parent. Explain that there’s a problem and you’re taking steps to improve the situation. Talk about what will change (e.g., Mom or Dad will go to rehab, or one parent may move out if separating or divorcing). Repeat the conversation as often as needed so that the child feels comfortable having an ongoing dialogue.
Keep It Age-Appropriate. The language you use and the level of detail you provide depend on the age and maturity of the child. Break the issues down as simply and directly as possible, and finish with a message of hope. 
Tell the Truth. Although you’ll need to use different terms depending on the age of the child, you should always be honest about the problem. Children have an innate ability to read when adults are lying. Explain that addiction is a disease caused by a number of factors, including genetics, environment and past trauma. Similar to people with diabetes and heart disease, their parent is sick and needs treatment to feel better.
Get Educated. Educate yourself about the disease of addiction so you are in a position to answer any questions the child may have. If you don’t know the answer, work on finding one together.
Acknowledge the Impact. Rather than skirt around the impact a parent’s addiction has had, validate the child’s experience. Apologize for the pain inflicted on the child and ask open-ended questions about how they’ve been feeling.
Release the Shame. One of the most important things for children to understand is that addiction is not their fault. They didn’t cause their parent to abuse drugs or alcohol and they cannot cure or control it. This can be hard for children to understand, especially if the addicted parent blamed their drug abuse on a child’s behavior (e.g., “I wouldn’t need to drink if you’d do your chores.”). Children need help to understand that what the addict says and does under the influence isn’t really who they are or how they feel. Addiction hijacks the brain and just as the child is powerless to stop it, the parent is out of control as well.
Put Things Into Perspective. Children from addicted homes tend to idealize other families without realizing they have struggles of their own. Help them understand that they are not alone; in fact, millions of children are in the same situation. They are normal kids thrust into an unhealthy home environment who are doing their best to cope with an extremely stressful situation. 
Invite Dialogue. After being disconnected from themselves and others, it may take practice for the child of an addict to be able to identify and process their emotions. To combat the secretiveness, fear and loneliness addiction brings, encourage them to talk about their feelings without criticism or judgment. 
Teach the Seven Cs. According to the National Association for Children of Alcoholics, children need to know the “Seven Cs of Addiction”: 
· I didn’t Cause it.
· I can’t Cure it.
· I can’t Control it.
· I can Care for myself
· By Communicating my feelings,
· Making healthy Choices, and
· By Celebrating myself.
Find Additional Sources of Support. Just as the addicted parent needs treatment and support to get well, children need to know there are resources available to help them process their emotions. If they don’t feel comfortable talking with a parent or relative, they can reach out to a teacher, counselor, child or family therapist, religious leader or support group such as Alateen. 
The toughest topics are often the most important to broach with children. For each day that a child lives with an addict, damage is being done. And while not every child will fall prey to addiction or other emotional or behavioral disorders, they need honest discussion and support in order to beat the odds.
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