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THE ROLE OF THE FAMILY

IN THE PREVENTION OF DRUG ABUSE

What are drugs?

Narcotics are substances which bring about changes to the various functions of the body and affect the Central nervous system.  They are addictive and this addiction can be both psychological and physical or only psychological.

There are two groups of addictive substances.  The first group includes legal substances which we use in our everyday life such as alcohol and tobacco while the second group includes substances that are controlled by law - in terms of their use, possession, dealing and supply.  They are thus known as illicit addictive substances and include drugs such as cannabis, cocaine, heroin and ecstasy.

Guide for Parents

Drug addiction has unfortunately become a serious social problem.  

It is a problem which should concern all parents who care about their children’s welfare.

The sooner the problem is detected, the easier it will be to deal with it.

This website will help you find out:

1.
about the reasons that lead young people to the use of drugs, as well as the reasons that young people themselves give for using drugs. 

2.
if your child uses drugs 
3.
how to keep your children away from addictive substances.

4. about the importance of good communication between parents and children, considered to be the best way to prevent drug use amongst young people.
 Factors that lead young people to drugs
Some factors that lead to drug use among young people are the following:

· Dysfunctional families, the absence of one of the parents, problems in the relationship between the two parents and consequently their improper behaviour towards their children, bad upbringing, as well as the early removal of children from their parents at a very early stage of their lives make children more vulnerable to various temptations.  One of these is the use of illicit substances.

· When the psychological needs of children for love, affection, security and self respect are not met by a child’s immediate family, then the child becomes isolated from the family environment and tries to overcome or deal with his/her depression through the use of drugs.

· Parents who are overprotective and authoritarian make their children feel oppressed.  Consequently, the children are pushed towards a kind of rebellion through which they seek their independence from their parents.  They believe that drugs will help them rebel and free them from the oppression of their parents that burdens them and does not allow them to breathe.

· Peer pressure, the tendency to copy others and the need to belong to groups and identify with them make even stronger the pressure on young people to copy their friends.  Young people believe that by using drugs, they will become stronger and more important.  They will be accepted by others and be allowed to join youth groups or gangs.

· The insecurity that young people feel about their future that derives from various other social problems.  These problems   include unemployment, being forced to do work they don’t like, economic deprivation, marginalisation, social injustice, anxiety, tension and stress.  Consequently, if young people don’t have a strong personality, they give up, seeking to find a way out of frustration, despair and disillusionment.

· The personality and the behaviour of a young person are very important in how s/he deals with or faces the problem of drug addiction.  A person who cannot put up or resist pressure, cannot deal with stress, cannot endure grief or pain, or is unable to face serious issues or problems is obviously more vulnerable to the danger of drug-addiction.  Common characteristics commonly found among drug users are stress, lack of self respect, self confidence, insecurity, aggressiveness, anxiety, difficulty in adjusting to charges, the display of anti-social behaviour and the need for emotional dependence on others.

· Curiosity and the need for new experiences are especially characteristic of puberty.  Added to this are the attraction that young people have for all that is illegal, not allowed and dangerous, as well as their tendency to imitate various foreign role models and patterns of behaviour.  Adolescence is thus rightly considered to be a time during which young people seek answers to most of their personal and existential problems, a time they are most likely to experiment with various addictive substances.

Reasons for drug abuse given by young people themselves

· “I can’t say “no” to my friends”

· “If I say no to my friends, they will no longer accept me as a member of my group.”
· “I want to be a member of the only group that has accepted me, and win their confidence.” 

· “I want to make an impression on others, appear important and smart and gain self-confidence.”
· “To do something different.”
· “I wanted to find out myself, if drugs are as bad and harmful as they say.”
· “To find a way out the depression, anger and boredom I felt.”
· “My parents don’t understand me, they are too strict and I wanted to punish and hurt them.”
· “Drugs help me:

-
 face the problems I have with my parents, brothers and sisters 

-
overcome the stress that is caused by my studies and various obligations that I have

· face my exam failure and school failure in general

· when I feel awkward and inferior to others

· when I feel lonely and sad.”
How to find out if your child uses drugs

The sooner you find out about the problem, the easier it will be to deal with it.

Many parents ask:  “How can I know that my child uses drugs?”  Even though it is difficult for a parent to answer the above question – especially if his/her child is at the stage of experimentation – there are some warning signs that can help parents.  Specifically, there are sudden charges not only in the young person’s mood and behaviour, but also changes in their appearance.

You have to be careful however, because all the signs and types of behaviour which will be referred to below may be due to the stage of puberty that your child is going through, and may not relate in any way to the use of addictive substances.

Changes in the mood and behaviour of your child

· Hanging out with new friends.  They no longer have a good relationship with their old good friends

· Receiving phone calls from strangers
· Alienation and isolation from the family and its activities that cannot be explained

· Secretiveness and telling a lot of lies

· Lack of discipline 
· Unusual aggressiveness, anger, hostility, anxiety, nervousness, unjustified stress, indifference, loss of self control, loss of interest in usual hobbies and activities

· Unkempt appearance

· Changes in sleep patterns ( sleeplessness, lethargy) 

· Changes in eating patterns.  S/he has an unusually big appetite for food or no appetite at all
· Loss of interest in the hobbies and activities the young person had in the past

· Refusal to co-operate

· Lack of concentration and inability to  remember as in the past
· A need for money that cannot be explained, needs more money than before, has more money than in the past

· Does not perform as well at school as in the past.  S/he is absent from school frequently or is late without any explanation.  There is no reason for their reduced school performance

· Stealing money or valuable objects from the house

· Indifference to everyone and everything - young persons who begin to use drugs do not care about anyone, they isolate themselves in their own world, and their only concern is finding their next dose

· Dealings with the police at school and out of school                      (accusations of theft, burglaries, extortion etc.) 
Changes in the external appearance of the adolescent

· No longer shows any interest in his /her outer appearance.  Unkempt appearance
· Frequent use of a lot of perfumes and air fresheners
· Usually has red or wet eyes dilated or contracted pupils, red and runny nose, excessive sweating, diarrhea, nausea, and an unhealthy pale complexion
· Blank, expressionless stare 
· Unsteady walk
· Sudden loss of weight that cannot be explained
· Stammering
· Excitement 
· Marks, bruises on the body from injections – they try to hide them by wearing long-sleeved clothes, regardless of the weather
· Various scars, marks, swelling, infections and change in the colour of the skin
· Lack  of energy or very little energy
What to do to keep your children away from addictive substances: 

· Inform yourselves about the problem of drugs.  Find and read information about addictive substances and about the concerns and problems of young people.  Then sit down and talk to your child, discussing issues that concern him/her.  This way you will be able to have a sincere and constructive discussion with your child, on the dangers that s/he runs.
· Accept the fact that your child has the right to have his/her own individual and distinct personality.  The family must help its member become independent, setting in this way the basis on which the young person builds his/her future relationship.
· Become positive role models for your children.  Don’t forget that your own behaviour affects and influences to a large degree your children’s behaviour and habits.  Act responsibly setting an example for him/her to follow, and be the first to adopt the behaviour that you would like him/her to show.
· The degree of the psychological well being of a child is determined, to a large degree, by his family.  A contributing factor  is the type of relationship the two spouses have and the way they   behave towards one another.  Fights, tension, the lack of mutual respect create in the child negative feelings such as insecurity, anxiety and stress.
· Spend time with your children.  It is very important to be near your child at every phase of his/her life, taking and showing interest in matters that concern him/her every day, even the ones that may appear to be insignificant for you. Spend time on pleasant activities that you can do together.  Through them you can teach your child how to be disciplined and how to develop his/her abilities and skills, helping him to develop at the same time positive relations with his/her family, as well as with the school and social environment.
· Encourage your child to do sports, engage in social activities and healthy interests. This will help your child adopt a positive view of life.  Through these interests your child will gain self-respect, self confidence and will consequently have a strong personality.
· Help create and establish feelings of respect and equality in your family.  Re-enforce the positive aspects of your child’s personality – avoid offending and belittling your child.  Do not allow your child to lose his self confidence and optimism for the future.
· Always ask for your child’s opinion about matters that concern the family.  A child must learn to take part in the discussion and solution of family problems, must learn to listen, judge and think correctly.  In this way, s/he will learn appropriate ways of communicating which will help in his/her socialization later on.
· Show to your child the love and affection you feel for him / her.  Consequently, you will help him/her develop and have feelings of security and confidence.  In this way s/he will learn to trust himself / herself and life in general.
· Learn to listen to your child’s problems.  Show understanding, and interest in his/her problems, however “childish” or “insignificant” they may appear to you.  Don’t forget that for your own child, they are significant.  Stand by him/her and support them in their failures and mistakes.  In this way, you will make it easier for him/her to approach you, talk to you and trust you with problems they may face.
· Make sure that you know your child’s friends.  The pressure and influence by his/her peers are in most cases quite important and should not be dismissed or disregarded.
· Disagree with your child if you believe that what s/he does or says is not right.  Learn to separate the love that you feel for your child and the need to set limits for him/her.
· Instill sound principles and healthy values in your family.  You will thus create a firm framework of behaviour for your child to follow, avoiding chaos and extreme permissiveness.
The importance of communication in preventing drug abuse

The best way to keep your child away from drug abuse is the creation of a family environment in which all members can communicate freely and sincerely with one another.  In this way, you will be able to prevent problems.

Even if you suspect that your child uses addictive substances, you will be able to provide him/her with the appropriate help.

Besides, do not forget that the sooner you realize that  your child has a drug-addiction  problem the easier it will be to face and deal with this problem.
How to communicate effectively with your child

· Try to create, as frequently as possible, opportunities to discuss problems or issues in your family.  Your own approach and manner will help your child learn to communicate effectively and trust you on issues or matters that trouble or concern him/her.

· Try not to be overcome by feelings of anger or panic when you talk to your child.  Allow your child to talk to you freely, without him/her being afraid of a negative and angry reaction by you.  If you cannot be calm then do not discuss anything at that moment.  Talk to your child only when you are calm.

· Become a good listener.  Listen carefully to everything your child says to you, even if you disagree with him/her.  Do not interrupt your child and do not criticize him/her.

· Avoid lecturing, giving advice all the time and imposing your point of view.  Sometimes, all your child wishes to do is hear himself / herself talk  in a kind of “monologue” through which s/he will be able to express his/her feelings and tension s/he feels.

· During a discussion with your child, a good technique is to repeat either key words that s/he mentions to you, or to make a short summary of the ideas or feelings s/he express.  In this way, you will be able to show that you are there, listening to him/her and paying the necessary attention to what s/he says.

· Quite often, it is difficult for us to express in words what we feel and what we want to say.  Pay attention to the body language of your child throughout the discussion.  You will be able to “hear”,  “feel “ and understand  a lot more rather than through words.

· Do not force your child to talk about his/her “secrets” or about anything that makes him/her feel angry, sad etc. if s/he does not want to talk at that moment or is not ready to do so.  Respect his/her right to remain alone for a while, and let him/her know that you are there ready at any moment, when s/he is ready, to listen, help and support him/her.

· The key point to being able to communicate well and sincerely is understanding.  If you yourselves as a couple do not talk about problems that you face, or matters that concern you, if you do not express your thoughts and feelings, then how are you going to be able to teach your children how to communicate, how are they going to learn to communicate?

If you find out that your child uses drugs
· Do not panic

· Do not blame yourself or others

· Do not  refuse to face the problem

· Do not make sarcastic comments

· Do not feel guilt and do not make others feel guilty

· Do not label behaviour – do not use aggressive language to highlight their behaviour

· Do not begin to shout

LET YOUR CHILD KNOW THAT YOU CARE AND UNDERSTAND HIM/HER AND THAT YOU WILL SUPPORT AND STAND BY HIM/HER.

YOU WILL DEAL WITH AND FACE THE PROBLEM TOGETHER.
