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Alcohol & Drugs:
A guide for kinship carers

Protecting Children In Scotland From Drugs And Alcohol
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IntroDuCtIon

It has been written with kinship carers, for kinship carers. It offers 
information and advice based on the experiences of others like you.

The first thing to remember is that you can make a big difference. As a 
kinship carer, you are the single most important influence on your child’s 
behaviour around drugs and alcohol – the love you have for your child and 
your desire to keep them safe can make a crucial difference to their lives.

It is equally important to know that you are not alone. Most parents and 
carers worry about their child using drugs and alcohol – and there are 
thousands of other kinship carers in the same position as you. Some have 
struggled to cope with loved ones misusing drugs and alcohol in the past 
and are afraid of what will happen in the future; others may be concerned by 
media stories and don’t know how to talk about it with their child.

This guide presents information and advice about how to start the 
conversation about drugs and alcohol with your child. It also includes details 
of a number of organisations who may provide further help – for you and 
your child – when needed.

Are you a kinship carer? 

Are you concerned about of  your child using drugs or alcohol, now or in  
the future?

then this guide is for you.
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You Are IMportAnt

As a kinship carer, you are the most important person in keeping your child 
safe. Your attitudes and behaviour will help to shape their views on drink 
and drugs – you shouldn’t underestimate your influence or how long it lasts.

By starting the conversation early and continuing to talk about these issues 
as your child goes through their teenage years, you can have a strong, 
positive effect on their lives.

Looking after yourself

If you are worried about your child using drugs or alcohol, you are likely to 
be feeling under a lot of pressure. It is important that you take time to look 
after yourself: you are not alone, and you don’t have to deal with this on 
your own. Find someone you can talk to and trust – this could be a relative, 
a close friend, or a local kinship care group.

By sharing your concerns, you will be in a much better frame of mind to 
support your child.

For a list of local groups, visit the national 
kinship care website for Scotland at

kinship.scot
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Being a role model

As a kinship carer, you will have the biggest influence on your child’s 
behaviour, including how they drink alcohol. the prevalence and 
availability of alcohol in the family home will influence how they perceive 
drink as they grow up. so it’s a good idea to think about your own 
consumption of alcohol and the example you set them.

especially if your child has experienced parental drug or alcohol misuse, 
they may be affected by your drinking and be afraid that they will lose you 
too. It is important to talk to your child about responsible drinking when 
they are old enough to understand.

It is also important to make sure you don’t drink to cope with stress – 
remember, children learn by example!
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tHe FACts ABout Drugs AnD ALCoHoL

How many young people use drugs and alcohol?

Most young people don’t use drugs
Less than one in five 15-year-olds in Scotland has ever taken drugs and 
most of these are not regular uses. Use of class A drugs, such as heroin 
and cocaine, is extremely uncommon among this age group; and only 2% of 
young people have used NPS, or ‘legal highs’, in the last month.

More and more young people aren’t drinking
Increasingly, many young people are also choosing not to drink alcohol. 
Although the majority of teenagers will try alcohol, most do not drink 
regularly or to excess.

Many young people don’t drink or use drugs
If they do, it doesn’t mean that they will develop problematic substance 
misuse. It is also important to remember that just because a child’s birth 
parents had drug or alcohol problems, it doesn’t mean that they will too. 
However, most young people will try alcohol at some point and some will 
experiment with drugs, and it is natural that you want to keep them safe 
from harm.
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KeepIng Your CHILD sAFe

If your child is going out with friends, the most important thing is to know 
who they are going with, where they are going, and when they will be back.
 
Make sure that they have money, a bus pass, or a train ticket to get home; 
and that they have a fully-charged mobile phone, so they can get in touch 
with you if there is a problem or a change in plans. 

If you allow your child to drink, it is a good idea to give them tips on how to 
enjoy themselves while staying in control. Make sure they always eat before 
going out, and drink lots of fluids – water, juice or soft drinks – both before 
going out and in between alcoholic drinks. Make sure they understand 
units of alcohol and the strengths of different drinks; remind them to pace 
themselves and to avoid mixing drinks.

Checklist
Who, where, when?•	
Money and/or tickets to get home•	

Fully charged mobile phone•	
Food, and non alcoholic drink•	
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remember:
You are not alone in your situation – you can reach out to 
someone you trust for support

sIgns oF ALCoHoL & Drug use

How will I know if my child is using drugs or alcohol?

Many kinship carers worry that they will miss the signs that their child 
is at risk of drug or alcohol misuse. If you are worried, it is important to 
remember that you are likely to know them better than anyone else – if 
things don’t feel right, talk to them.

Mood swings, skipping school, becoming secretive, being restless or 
tired, staying out with friends most nights, suddenly using breath mints or 
brushing teeth regularly, money disappearing from your purse – these can 
all be signs of possible substance use. At the same time, these are also 
behaviour traits that many teenagers display – they are not automatically 
proof that young people are using drugs or alcohol.
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Sugar lumps•	

Lighters•	

Small bottles•	

Cigarette papers•	

Gas canisters•	

Tin foil•	

Pipes•	

Pill boxes•	

Syringes or needles•	

Cigarette ends made of card•	

Spoons discoloured from heating•	

Small stickers or transfers•	

Small, brightly coloured packets•	

Small plastic bags•	

Bits of cling film or foil•	

Shredded cigarettes •	

physical signs of drug use:

It is important to remember that experimenting with drugs does not 
necessarily mean that your child will become an ‘addict’. However, if you 
discover any of these apparatus, it may be that they have been using drugs. 
The best thing to do is to talk to them and reassure them that you are there 
to support them.
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HoW to tALK to Your CHILD

It’s not always easy to talk with young people, who may express themselves 
in a confused or angry way. But as a kinship carer, it is one of the most 
important things you can do to keep your child safe.

Here are a few tips that might help:

1. Know the facts
Before you talk to young people about drugs and alcohol, it is important to 
know the facts. You don’t have to be an expert, and it’s okay if your child 
asks you a question you don’t know the answer to. But research shows 
that young people will respect your views more if your opinions are based 
on the facts, rather than personal experience and media stories.

2. Know their friends
Your child’s friends will have a powerful influence on their behaviour. If 
you know who your child is with, when they are and what they’re doing, 
they are much less likely to start using drugs and alcohol. It’s best to 
explain to your child why you need to know where they are – it’s important 
for their own safety as well as your peace of mind.

3. start the conversation early
And keep it going. Children are exposed to drugs and alcohol in TV and 
films, through teachers and friends, and they will form ideas from a 
relatively early age. If you can, it’s best to start the discussion early so it 
doesn’t suddenly come up as a big issue in teenage years. You don’t have 
to cover everything at once - it can be part of an ongoing conversation. 

For more information on drugs and alcohol, visit: 

www.knowthescore.info
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4: pick the right time
For you and your child. Don’t bring it up when your child is running out the 
door or going to bed; don’t do it when you’re feeling anxious or stressed. 
Try to find a time when you’re both relaxed and calm.

5. Avoid being confrontational
It’s important that young people don’t feel accused. Try not to start with 
questions about their behaviour or what they get up to when you’re not 
around. Using TV soaps, media stories, or asking about what they learn at 
school can all be good ways to start the conversation in a way that makes 
young people feel more comfortable.

6. Avoid scare tactics
The evidence shows that they don’t work. Most young people know that 
some peers drink without experiencing serious problems; they may 
know others who use drugs too. The best approach is to have an open 
discussion based on the facts, without exaggerating the dangers of drug 
and alcohol use. It is also good to emphasise that drinking and drug use is 
not the norm: most 15-year-olds don’t drink regularly or take drugs, and 
so they shouldn’t feel pressured to do either just to ‘fit in’.
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7. reassure your child
It is important for your child to feel that they can talk to you if they are 
ever worried about anything. Reassure them that you trust and respect 
them, and that you will always be there to listen to and support them. 
If you find out that your child has been using drugs or alcohol, it is even 
more critical to show love and concern, rather than anger. Remember that 
just because they have tried drugs or alcohol this does not mean they will 
automatically develop serious problems: your love and support can and 
will make a real difference to their lives.

8. set rules and boundaries
You might think that being too strict will cause your child to rebel, but 
young people are less likely to start using drugs and alcohol when there 
are clear limits and expectations in place. It is best to establish rules and 
boundaries together: make sure your child understands why you want 
them to behave in a certain way and reward or thank them when they 
follow your rules.

Remember they are likely to test your limits at some point, so don’t make 
threats you are not prepared to carry out.

“If you don’t set boundaries, 
then you have no boundaries.” 

- 15 year old
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There is a lot of information on what different drugs are, what they do, and 
how they may affect children and young people. Here are a few good places 
to start:

Know the score
Know the Score has the latest information on 
drugs and alcohol and a dedicated helpline.

email: www.knowthescore.info 
phone: 0800 587 5879

talk to FrAnK
FRANK provides similar information and advice to Know 
the Score, as well as a text message service.

Web: www.talktofrank.com 
phone: 0300 123 6600
sMs: SMS 8211

DrugWise
DrugWise hosts an encyclopaedia of drugs and a range 
of other expert materials.

Web: www.drugwise.org.uk 

FurtHer InForMAtIon
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parentLine
ParentLine runs the national kinship care helpline, offering a free, 
confidential service for anyone caring for the child of a relative or friend 
in Scotland.

email: parentlinescotland@children1st.org.uk
Web: www.children1st.org.uk/parentline
phone: 08000 28 22 33

sFAD
Scottish Families Affected by Alcohol & Drugs (SFAD) manages a 
nationwide network of support groups and a helpline for those affected 
by the substance misuse of a loved one.

email: helpline@sfadorg.uk
Web: www.sfad.org.uk
phone: 08080 10 10 11

Finding someone who understands both the rewards and challenges of 
raising children in kinship care can be hard enough. Finding support when 
you are worried about drug or alcohol misuse can seem impossible – but 
there are people who can help.

The following national organisations can provide support and advice and put 
you in touch with local groups and services in your area:

FurtHer support

For a detailed list of national and local services, visit the national kinship 
care website for Scotland:

kinship.scot

And for further information and advice, see Mentor's website.

mentoruk.org.uk
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Mentor is a national charity dedicated to protecting children and young 
people from the harms cause by drug and alcohol misuse. We have been 
working with kinship care families in Scotland since 2008 and provide a wide 
range of information and support.

Our National Kinship Care Guide on responsibilities legal and financial rights 
and support is available on the national kinship care website, along with a 
host of other information for kinship carers across Scotland: kinship.scot

We also run a family support project, deliver national training and manage 
a peer mentoring network; and our website has further information for 
parents and carers on how to talk to your child about drugs and alcohol.

ABout Mentor

Mentor Scotland SC041210 is the Scottish office of the UK charity Mentor, registered charity 112339, registered company 5609241.

Mentor scotland
111 oxgangs road north, edinburgh, eH14 1eD

@mentorscotland

mentoruk.org.uk
0131 334 8512

admin-scotland@mentoruk.org


