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To Dan, Louis and Max



Family quarrels are bitter things.They don’t go according to any rules. 
They’re not like aches or wounds, they’re more like splits in the skin that 
won’t heal because there’s not enough material.

(F. Scott Fitzgerald)
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If you’re reading this book, chances are that you are concerned 
about someone close to you who is a drug user. It might be your 
mother, your father, your cousin, your brother, your son or even 
a friend. Whoever you are concerned about, I hope that this 
book helps and supports you as you decide how to cope with this 
situation.

First, let me reassure you that you are not alone. The drug infor-
mation charity DrugScope estimates that around 30 per cent of the 
general adult population have tried an illegal drug. Out of those, 
it’s believed that around 400,000 people in the UK are addicted 
to heroin and crack. However, it’s not known how many people 
are addicted to other drugs, such as cannabis, ecstasy or ketamine, 
and the real number of people who are addicted to a drug may be 
much higher. Each one of these drug addicts has a mother, a sister, 
a brother or a child who will be affected by the problems that arise 
from their drug use. A review of the available literature by Richard 
Velleman and Lorna Templeton in 2007, published in the journal 
Advances in Psychiatric Treatment, estimated that about eight million 
family members – partners, children, parents, brothers and sisters, 
or wider family members such as aunts or cousins who take on the 
caring role – are ‘living with the negative consequences of someone 
else’s drug or alcohol misuse’ (all details of works referred to are in 
the ‘References’ section at the end of the book).

However, although many services exist to help the drug abuser, 
there are far fewer around to help their families. Support group 
provision is patchy. Local charities do their best with ever-limited 
resources. And while there is plenty of research on addiction, far less 
attention has been paid to the effect an addict’s behaviour has on 
the people who, as several of the family members of drug users that 
I spoke to for this book put it, ‘pick up the pieces’ – even though, 
as research is starting to show, families can have a positive effect on 
the drug user, and can be a major influence in his or her decision to 
seek treatment. But leaving aside the question of how best to help 
the drug user, there is also the undoubted fact that these families 
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need help, however they choose to deal with the user in their midst. 
We know that having a drug addict in the family can lead to hor-
rific consequences for family members. So more involvement for 
families would have a doubly positive effect – it would provide help 
and encouragement for those who wish to work with the drug user 
in seeking and going through treatment, and it would also provide 
psychological and actual support for those who don’t. As Professor 
Marina Barnard, who has worked extensively with drug users and 
their families, points out in her book Drug Addiction and Families: 

Problem drug use hits families like a tidal wave, leaving those 
involved floundering in a sea of anger, frustration, fear and isola-
tion. Yet for all the enormity of this event, it has largely escaped 
notice. Drugs policy, drug research and service provision has been 
predominantly about meeting the needs of the individual with the 
drug problem. (p. 11)

It’s easy to assume, if you’ve never had contact with drug abuse 
before, that it’s something that happens to the ‘bad lads’ or lasses, 
a problem confined to tower blocks and run-down council estates 
rather than suburbs or country villages. But this is not necessarily 
the case. While it’s certainly true that deprived areas of the UK suffer 
more than their fair share of drug addiction, it’s something that 
happens in all sections of society, to all walks of life. A DrugScope 
survey referred to above also asked respondents about social class 
and found similar levels across the board: 18 per cent of those whose 
lives had been affected by drug addiction were defined as ‘AB’ – the 
professional, moneyed class; 20 per cent were in C1 – defined as 
lower middle class; and 14 per cent were in C2, the skilled working 
class.

The first year of his addiction that we knew of, i didn’t believe that he was 

‘a drug addict’. i thought no, he’s not like that. you always imagine drug 

addicts to be lying in the gutters, dirty – Steve was this clean boy, clean 

clothes every day, shower or bath twice a day. it took a long time for it to 

actually get home to me that, yes, he was an addict.

(Miriam, mother of heroin addict Steve)
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We were from a ‘nice’ family. We had money, a nice house, we’d been to 

good schools. We’d wanted for nothing. We had happy childhoods and 

supportive parents. Why did Ben become a heroin addict? i don’t really 

know.  (Marcus)

Whether it’s your son, husband, daughter or mother, having a prob-
lematic drug user in the family is disastrous. It raises questions that 
you are unlikely to ever have considered before. Should you con-
tinue to allow a drug user to live with you? What should you do if 
he or she steals from you? What’s the best way to encourage him or 
her to seek treatment? Can you help him or her ‘detox’ by yourself? 
What are the health risks to the addict and the family? Why has 
he or she become addicted in the first place? If the drug addict is a 
parent, what will happen to the children? And, most importantly, 
what help is available to help your family get through this?

Those I have spoken to for this book have talked of the ‘cycle’, the 
‘merry-go-round’ and the ‘rollercoaster’ of having a drug addict in the 
family. It is certainly a long, painful journey, to use yet another meta-
phor. This book does not provide any easy answers. I wish it could. 
But dealing with a drug addict in the family, sadly, does not slot neatly 
into the medical model of symptoms, diagnosis, treatment, cure. 

I have drawn heavily on research, published in peer-reviewed 
journals, in an attempt to draw together current thinking on fam-
ilies and drug abuse in a way that’s helpful to families. But this, 
of course, has a danger: real-life situations rarely mirror the rela-
tively controlled nature of scientific research – something every 
psychologist, psychiatrist and sociologist would agree with. Every 
drug addict is different, every family is different and every family 
situation is different. Therefore, how you choose to deal with your 
situation is intensely personal to you. There are no right or wrong 
answers. There are different schools of thought, certainly, but there 
is no single guaranteed way.

Research shows that the families of drug addicts want two things. 
First, they want help for themselves. They recognize the effect that 
the drug user is having on their family and they want to take steps 
to combat that effect. They want advice, information, a listening ear 
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and to hear the experiences of others. Second, they want to know 
how they can help the drug user. This help may take the form of 
finding appropriate treatment. 

I hope this book will help to fulfil those needs. You will find infor-
mation on exactly what addiction is, how it is defined and who 
becomes an addict. You will find a rundown on the major drugs of 
addiction and their symptoms. You will find suggestions on coping 
with your own feelings and helping other family members to cope, 
suggestions for helping the addict to help him or herself – should 
you choose to do so – and information on the practical support 
available. 

Throughout the book, I have also included the voices of those I 
have spoken to who have experienced the disruption and misery 
of having an addict in their own family. Drug abuse in the family 
is something that many people (understandably) feel unable to 
talk about and I am extremely grateful to them for sharing these 
intensely personal and upsetting experiences and feelings. 

Drug addiction is a hugely controversial subject and differing 
opinions arouse very strong feelings. The debates over, for example, 
the ‘war on drugs’, legislation and prohibition, harm reduction and 
heroin on prescription have already filled many books. However, 
these are subjects for other books. What I’m concerned with is offer-
ing support to those whose lives have been affected by drugs and 
avoiding the political hot potatoes which, although they affect the 
wider view, are not really relevant to those who simply want help, 
now. This book is written from, as far as possible, an apolitical stance 
which does not seek to judge. It simply seeks to offer a helping hand 
to those who have been affected by a drug addict close to them. 

No family member should be left to deal with such a problem 
alone. If you have bought this book, then you have taken the first 
step towards seeking help and support. I hope you find it useful. 

A word about language

It’s worth noting that many health professionals prefer not to use 
the word ‘addict’ as it’s a very loaded and, for some, derogatory 
term. For some, it implies the stereotypical heroin addict crouching 
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in a filthy flat – and while this does happen, the reality of substance 
misuse can be very different depending on the substance and on the 
person. For others, ‘addict’ implies a disease over which the sufferer 
has no control, while others see an addiction as a matter of per-
sonal choice which can be overcome by force of will. So you will no 
doubt encounter many ways of describing what you understand as 
drugs, addiction and addicts – junkies, substance misuse, substance-
use disorder, drug abuse, smackheads, crackheads, stoners, drugs of 
addiction, harmful use and dependence syndrome. 

The debate over exactly what addiction is and what causes it rages 
on and is unlikely to be resolved soon, if ever. So for the purposes of 
this book, I will refer to ‘addicts’ and ‘addiction’ because these are 
the terms that the majority of lay people use, and this book is being 
written primarily with ordinary people, not health professionals, 
in mind. When discussing the different members of the family, I 
will also refer to the ‘user’ – that is to say, the drug user – and the 
‘carer’ – that is, the concerned family member or members. ‘Drugs’ 
in this sense also covers use of legal but controlled substances such 
as aerosols or glue, which are some of the most commonly abused 
substances in the UK and are certainly responsible for many deaths. 
(Chapter 6 gives a brief overview of these substances, their street 
prices and their effects.) 

I have also used ‘he’ in the book when referring to the user, purely 
for convenience. More men appear to be dependent drug users than 
women – in 2007 it was estimated that 4.5 per cent of men and 
2.3 per cent of women in England are dependent on drugs. More 
men than women enter treatment, and more men than women are 
admitted to hospital with drug-related mental health and behav-
ioural disorders. However, addiction knows no gender boundaries 
and there are many female addicts.



Family quarrels are bitter things.They don’t go according to any rules. 
They’re not like aches or wounds, they’re more like splits in the skin that 
won’t heal because there’s not enough material.
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