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Parents can provide essential help to their child while the child is in outpatient or inpatient 
substance abuse treatment. Parents who have successfully helped their child in recovery 

offer the following guidance for other parents to consider. Note that guidance shared below 
is generalized and actions need to be tailored to your child’s diagnosis, whether your child 
is under or over 18, and whether your child is in outpatient or residential treatment. 

1. Learn as much as possible about 
substance abuse, detoxification, treatment 
options, and the recovery process.  

2. Learn about the health insurance 
provider’s process. Health insurance is in 
the process of changing its method of 
handling substance abuse treatment 

because of the Affordable Care Act. Expect 
to be probing and forceful to help your 
child get the best care. 

3. Understand that substance dependency is 
a brain disorder with no quick fixes. While 
treatment may start with a 30-day 
program or a short detox program, 
sustantained sobriety is an ongoing effort 
requiring more treatment, support, and 
monitoring. 

4. Understand that virtually no one can self-
recovery from substance dependency by 
will power. Continuing treatment and 
support is needed. 

5. Understand that most children do not go 
into their first treatments willingly. 
Treatment can be effective even if the child 
doesn’t want to participate. The process 
has to start somewhere; do not wait for the 
child to want to go to treatment. 

6. Don’t wait for your child to hit “bottom 
before” starting treatment. Treatment can 
help bring a safer “bottom” to help your 
child. 

7. Optimally treatment should be overseen 
and guided by a medical professional with 
expertise in addiction. 

8. Treatment starts with an evaluation to 
understand the extent of the substance 
abuse problem and other underlying 
medical or behavioral issues. 

9. Detoxification from drugs, including 
alcohol, requires medical supervision. 

10. Learn about drug tests and their 
application and limitations. 

11. Record all events and problematic 
behaviors (e.g., thefts, arrest reports, 
broken objects, self-harm, police visits, 
drugs found at home, etc.,). This record 
can be invaluable to attaining best level of 
care for a child. 

12. Ask lots of questions of the treatment 

facility to understand their process and 
aftercare. Don’t be eager for a child to 
“graduate”. Ask about most appropriate 
follow-up actions, as initial treatment is 
completed. Make sure facility is aware of 
complete history of child and all events. 

13. Support the treatment process and do 
everything you can to encourage, or 
require, the child to stick with the initial 
program until completed and to take the 
next steps. Treatment is not pleasant and 
strong pushback is commonplace. 

14. Attend support group geared toward 
people in parent’s situation such as 
Livingston Parents Self-Help Support 
Group, Al-Anon, Nar-Anon and others. 
Understand that parents need continual 
help and support to navigate the parental 
role during their child’s recovery. Parents 
need the guidance of others who were in 
similar situations. 

15. Take care of yourselves and make your 
needs a priority. Watching a child go 
through substance abuse treatment is 
enormously stressful for parents. 

16. If the child has any access to home, 
protect your valuables and access to any 
substance which could be abused. Rather 
than hiding items, use a safe and change 
door locks. 

17. Set and maintain rules with consequences. 
In the clutches of addiction, a loved one 
might be manipulative and deceitful to get 
relief. Learn the difference between helping 
and enabling. Rely on the support group to 
help navigate this ordeal. 
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18. As a parent, do not expect that you can be 
objective about your child. Seek and get 
the guidance of skilled professionals to 
help evaluate your child and his, or her, 
status and treatment. 

19. Understand that lying and stealing are 
part of addiction and, until your child has 
returned to sustained sobriety, do not 
assume that they are being truthful. 

20. Do not take the child’s accusations and 
recriminations to heart. Your child may 
say many things to get their way or try to 
manipulate or make the parents feel 
guilty. Focus on doing what is best for 
child now. 

21. Do not harass, lecture, or ask the child 
why he, or she, did what they did. Be 
patient and let the child tell the parent 
about their journey when he, or she, is 
ready; this might not be for a while. 

22. Have a zero tolerance policy for substance 
abuse in home. 

23. Don’t interfere with natural consequences 
of your child’s behavior including 
problems at work, school or with the law. 
Substance abusers need to fully 
experience how difficult their lives are 
becoming to increase motivation for 
changing. 

24. If opiates are involved, learn about Narcan 
and its use to save life if a child overdoses. 

25. If there is overhanging legal proceedings, 
note that parents can write to the court 
officers including judge to request that 
your child needs treatment and you may 
want the court to mandate treatment. Use 
your documentation of events to support 
the need for treatment. Process is different 

for minors or those over 18. NJ drug 
courts for adults can be very effective in 
getting treatment for your child. 

26. Be mindful that parents are always 
modeling behavior for their children. Stop 
all real and perceived substance abuse in 
the home. 

27. Remember that other family members, 
such as siblings of the child in treatment, 
are likely to be strongly affected. Listen, 
with emphathy, to what they are 
experiencing including understanding that 
they could be very angry with, and/or 
afraid for, their sybling. 

28. Marshall the many local community 
resources to help the child in their 
treatment and recovery. Reach out and 
find out what is available in your 
community because retaining sobriety 
requires on-going efforts and lots of 
support. Use 2-1-1 or www.nj211.org. Ask 
your town’s juvenile officer for guidance. 

29. Understand that the child owns the 
recovery process. If parents focus too 
much energy on helping or worrying, this 
can leave parents worn out and diminish 
their ability to help their child; It often 
leads to resentment.  

30. Express love and respect for their child 
and an unshakeable belief that the child 
can make healthy choices with hard work 
and sustained absence from substances. 
For example, support might simply be a 
short letter, while the child is in 
residential treatment, letting him, or her, 
know that they are loved. Ask treatment 
facility what forms and timing of 
communications are appropriate. 

31. Always remember to do what is in the best 
long term interest of the child –not 
necessarily what the parent or child wants 
or what is easiest or more expedient. 

32. Especially while your child is at in-patient 
treatment, it is good time for parents to get 
strong and plan their next steps. 

33. Don’t project defeat or despair. Remember 

the mantra; One day at a time. Expect 
bumps in the road and remain hopeful. 

http://www.nj211.org/



