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Introduction 
 

This literature overview comprises literature on children affected by parental alcohol 

problems. It is part of the European Commission funded Project “Reducing Harm 

and Building Capacities for Children Affected by Parental Alcohol Problems”.  

The literature was collected via the databases PubMed, ZBmed (Medpilot), 

PsycInfo, closing the Gap as well as by consulting major journals in the field. The 

main criterion was the parental diagnosis of alcohol abuse. Further preliminary 

criteria were the conjunctions of search terms and controlled terms in title and 

abstract (“Children of Alcoholics”, “problem drinker”, “maternal drinking”, “family 

problem drinkers”, father drinking”, drinking in the family” “maternal alcohol abuse” 

“father alcohol”, “parental alcohol”, “alcohol + children + costs”, “COAs + costs”, 

“alchol + children + prevention”, “alcohol + children + intervention”, “Children of 

Alcoholics + intervention”, “Children of Alcoholics + prevention”, “alcohol + family + 

prevention”, “alcohol + family + intervention”).  

We constrained the literature search on the years from 1996 to 2008 except for 

prevention, where we literature is still very scarce. We categorized the literature in 

six categories: physical damage and development, mental damage and 

development, other dimensions of development, substance abuse of affected 

children, Overviews about the ChAPAPs theme and prevention. Each chapter starts 

with a short overview about the content of the literature category. The list makes no 

claim to be complete but gives a broad overview of findings in the field of ChAPAPs.  

 

 



 

Physical damage and development 
 

This category comprises all studies dealing with consequences of parental alcohol 

consumption on physical development. Regarding physical damage, fetal alcohol 

spectrum disorder (FASD) is the most frequently analyzed case in the present 

studies. FASD is a consequence of maternal alcohol intake during pregnancy. The 

child is exposed to intoxication as fetus and later on during lactation. FASD is 

accompanied by growth deficits, negative neuropsychological development and 

damages of the central-nervous-system. Additionally, less obvious interrelations of 

parental alcohol problems are described in the literature. Thus, it is proven that 

ChAPAPs suffer more often from back pain, skin diseases and infectious diseases 

than non-ChAPAPs do.  
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Mental damage and development 
 

The studies in this category observe the consequences of parental alcohol misuse 

on mental and psychological development of ChAPAPs. Depressions, anxiety 

disorders, emotional instability, problems of adjustment, attention deficit disorder, 

hyperactivity and several phobias were significantly more often found in ChAPAPs 

compared to non-ChAPAPs. Particularly daughters of alcohol misusing parents are 

vulnerable to develop eating disorders. Some studies also described moderating 

factors as a high level of interfamilial cohesion, good communication with parents 

and a close parent-child attachment.  
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Other dimensions of development 
 

Beside physical and mental damages, problems regarding social behavior are 

described in the literature. Behavioral problems are mainly observed in male 

ChAPAPs and include aggressive and violent behavior. Regarding own 

partnerships, studies indicate that ChAPAPs bear a higher risk to repeat negative 

parental behavior. A high number of children exposed to maternal alcohol misuse 

during pregnancy show a very low level of self-confidence and self-esteem 

compared to non-exposed children. Additionally, ChAPAPs have significantly more 

learning difficulties, reach, by trend, inferior graduations and are leaving school 

more often than non-ChAPAPs do. This is further enforced by the negative image 

ChAPAPs have. It was proven, that teachers tend to grade ChAPAPs worse in 

comparison to non-ChAPAPs, if they know about drinking behaviors of their parents.  

The inferior education chances of ChAPAPs lead to worse labor-market outcomes. 

Moderating factors as a high level of interfamilial cohesion, good communication 

with parents and a close parent-child attachment can have positive effects on coping 

skills and social behavior of ChAPAPs.  
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Substance abuse of affected children 
 

The high number of studies comprised in this category shows the relevance of own 

substance abuse of Children growing up in a family with substance abuse history. 

Misuse of alcohol and other substances is one of the most analyzed topics in 

ChAPAPs research. ChAPAPs have a considerable higher chance to develop 

alcohol or substance abuse than non-ChAPAPs of the same age have. The contact 

to alcoholic beverages generally starts earlier. Some studies analyzed drinking 

behavior in preadolescents. In Germany, one of seven children grows up with a 

parent that has a lifetime diagnosis for alcohol related disorders. These children's 

risk to become addicts is increased up to six fold. More than 30 % of them will have 

a lifetime diagnosis for alcohol addiction. Regarding drinking behavior, maternal 

alcohol consumption is associated with a higher chance for ChAPAPs to become 

alcohol addicted. It is additionally emphasized that many biological, psychological 

and social factors are also important for the development of alcohol misuse. Coping 

strategies encouraged by a good interfamilial atmosphere and good communication 

structures with parents. 
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Overviews 
 

More families suffer from the consequences of alcohol abuse than from all other 

drugs combined. Whilst millions of families within the EU are affected by alcohol 

problems, it is difficult to give an accurate assessment of its size. Current 

prevalence estimates show about 28.6 million children of alcoholics in the United 

States. The number of cases of Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS) in the western world 

has been estimated at 0.33 cases per 1,000 live births. Children often are not 

recognized as such and, therefore, are not addressed specifically. Children may be 

affected by alcohol and other drug use along three primary paths: in utero through 

the mother's use, environmentally through both family and community influences, 

and through their own use. Despite the consensus recommending total abstinence 

during pregnancy, prenatal alcohol exposure remains a major public health issue. 

The National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) estimates that 7.62 million babies 

(18.6%) were exposed to alcohol during gestation. Children who are prenatally 

exposed, are at risk both through physiological insults and through care giving 

deficits in their immediate family. Today, research on COAs can be classified into 

studies of fetal alcohol syndrome, the transmission of alcoholism, psychobiologic 

markers of vulnerability, and psychosocial characteristics. 
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Prevention 
 

Negative health outcomes as a result of parental alcohol abuse are largely known, 

analyzed and described in the literature. Less is known about prevention of those 

negative health outcomes in ChAPAPs. The below listed interventions are a 

collection of mostly direct interventions in ChAPAPs from 1986 to 2007. These 

studies give an overview of the efforts done in this field in the last years and 

comprise interventions in children and adolescents and in adult ChAPAPs. Settings 

include school, universities, internet, family services and families. In many studies, a 

lack of evaluation of the interventions can be noticed. Further research on evidence 

proof of the interventions is claimed by some studies.  
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