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ABSTRACT

The widespread use of drugs includes women who are
mothers and of childbearing age. As a result, their chil-
dren are exposed to drugs in utero and raised in an envi-
ronment by a parent who has an addictive lifestyle. A
review of the literature shows that women who are substance
abusers suffer from depression, low self-esteem, have poor
health and nutrition, and histories of family violence and
abuse.

In addition to the drug use, addictive women during
pregnancy often lack prenatal care. In uterd exposure to
drugs is associated with multiple postnatal outcomes which
include prematurity, low birth weight, neonatal abstinence
syndrome, and Acquired Immunqdeficiency Syndrome (AIDS).
Intelligence testing found that the children scored within
the normal range but significantly lower than the children
of drug-free controls.

Conflicting views on the parenting of mothers who are
substance abusers exist. Deprived and poorly nurtured in
childhood themselves, they feel inadequate as parents. How~

ever, they love their children, are capable of learning
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developmental issues of childhood, and can respond with
sensitivity to their needs.

The purpose of this study was to examine the child-
rearing attitudes and parental style of addicted mothers and
the impact of their drug use, parental attitudes, and demo-
graphic variables on their interactions with their children.

Forty-four mothers, forty-one drug users and three non-
drug users, and nineteen infants participated in the study.
Participants attended the Infant and Toddler Schools of the
Center for Comprehensive Health Practice, Inc. During a pre-
liminary briefing participants were advised of their rights
and the nature of the study. Once informed, written consent
was obtained, subjects completed the demographic sheet and
the modified Child-Rearing Practices Report (CRPR). The
child data was obtained from the agency and included the
scores of the Bayley Scales of Infant Development, the
Checklist for Caregiver-Infant Observation, and the Home
Observation for Measurement of the Environment-Short Form
(Home-SF). Data analyses were conducted via the use of
correlations, T-tests, means, standard deviations, fre-
quencies, and z scores.

Generally, greater parental control and less expression
of affection were adhered to as values by the participants
of the study. Correlations as a function of drug usage and
demographic variables suggested that the participants held

xi
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both sound and inappropriate child-rearing attitudes.

Length of treatment and the age of the yocungest child e-
merged as the demographic variables most related to the
parental attitude variables. The children scored within the
average range of intelligence, however, the range of varia-

tion was highly significant.

xii
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

The use of drugs has become increasingly widespread.
More and more, women of childbearing age have become drug-
dependent. In school-community psychology, an understanding
of the children and the families we service is essential to
the success of our work. In order to understand the effects
of in utero exposure to drugs, a review of the literature
was undertaken. The literature showed that there are multi-
ple postnatal outcomes to drug-exposed children. The
effects of these postnatal outcomes to children’s intelli-
gence and behavior can be short or long-term. On the other
hand, postnatal effects are not experienced by all children
exposed to drugs in utero.

When treating children, unlike adults, work with their
parents and family is often necessary. In order to treat
children of substance abusers, the addictive parent must be
understood. This research study focused on women who are
substance abusers and their children. The literature re-
veals that women who are substance abusers were deprived of
nurturance in childhood (Colten, 1979) and raised in homes
where violence and abuse occurred (Cuskey, 1982). As women,
they are depressed, have very low self-esteem, and feel

inadequate as parents. Yet, they love and want their
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children. As a matter of fact, their child can make be the
catalyst for change in their life. 1In the case of the
mother who is a substance abuser, who can overdose, has
notoriously poor health and nutrition, and is at high risk
for Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome (AIDS), a change of
lifestyle can save her life.

This research study was conducted in order to examine
the child-rearing attitudes and parental style of addicted
mothers and the impact of their drug use, parental atti-
tudes, and demographic variables on their interactions with
their children. The mothers who participated in the study
completed a child-rearing practices questionnaire and demo-
graphic sheet. The children were tested intellectually and
the mother-child dyad was observed.

Generally, greater parental control and less expression
of affection were adhered to as values by the participants
in the study. Correlations as a function of drug usage and
demographic variables suggested that the participants held
both sound and inappropriate child-rearing attitudes.

Length of treatment and the age of youngest child emerged as
the demographic variables most related to the parental atti-
tude variables. The children scored within the average
range of intelligence, however, the range of variation was
highly significant.

Findings suggest that mothers who are substance abusers

and their children would benefit from treatment. Not unlike
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3
mothers who want "the best for their children", the addic~
tive mother wants the same but is uncertain about her par-
enting ski;ls and affected by her addiction. Mothers can
become sensitive to the developmental stages of children,
examine their own life experiences, and support the emotion-
al growth of their children and themselves. Children can
receive early stimulation in a supervised, nurturing envi-
ronment while their mothers learn and engage in these behav-
iors. Psychologists, as professionals who understand emo-
tion and behavior, are in key positions to help mothers who
are substance abusers and their children and bridge the gap

which exists between society and the world of addiction.
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CHAPTER I1
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The use of drugs throughout the world and in particu-
lar, the United States is widespread. Scores of individuals
have become addicted to licit and illicit drugs. Increas-
ingly, women have joined the ranks of the addicted. They
are addicted to physically and emotionally devastating
drugs: heroin, cocaine, alcohol, and crack. Most women do
not abuse a substance exclusively but are polydrug users
(Deren, 1986). The effects of heroin, methadone, cocaine,
and alcohol will be reviewed and in a sense compared. Most
of the women are unmarried, poor, oppressed, and mothers.
These women’s lives are fraught with the vicissitudes of an
addiction which overtakes their lives and becomes more im-
portant than eating, sleeping, obeying the law, looking
after their health, holding a job, learning a trade, watch-
ing their babies, and loving themselves. Yet the love for
their babies is what often times gives them a shred of self-
esteem, another reason for living, some hope amidst despair.
Their children are raised in a home environment with an ad-
dicted parent. The parenting skills of these mothers and
their attitudes towards childrearing will be examined.
Their thoughts as parents are important and noteworthy. The

interface of the law and government agencies in the lives of
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these families will be highlighted in particular the place-
ment of children in foster care.

The research on children of substance abusers, while
originally thought of as scanty, has increased and become
better documented over the past twenty years but is still
predominantly physiological. An overview of the research
around children of substance abusers would include what is
known about their mothers, women who are addicted. Sadly,
many children are exposed to the drugs in utero and born
addicted themselves. In order to understand children of
substance abusers one must understand in utero exposure to
drugs, lack of prenatal care, illness, prematurity, neonatal
mortality, and the neonatal withdrawal syndrome. It is to
consider the tragic reality that because women who abuse
drugs intravenously often engage in prostitution to support
their habits, their babies have the highest odds of becoming
afflicted with acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS),
(Hale, 1991). When this occurs their short lives are filled
with pain and loneliness. As children, their behavior, in-
tellectual functioning, development, and adjustment are of
paramount importance. And while there are sad findings,
there is also happy news and interventions that make a dif-

ference.
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Addicted Mothers ~ An Overview

Extent of the Problem.
In order to begin to comprehend the magnitude of the

population of addicted mothers and consequently the number
of children affected by their mother’s addiction, a review
of available statistics and treatment is required. Statis-
tics for mothers who abuse narcotics are inaccurate due to
underreporting, the lack of thoroughness of substance abuse
assessments after childbirth, dated studies, and inaccessi-
bility of treatment (Weston, Ivins, Zuckerman, Jones, and
Lopez, 1989). Deren (1986), in a study as part of the
N.Y.S. Division of Substance Abuse Services’ Task Force on
Children of Substance Abusers, found that statistics about
the number of children of substance abusers were out-of-
date. Underreporting of the births of substance abusers on
official records is common for such reasons as: 1) children
born outside the hospital, 2) mothers who are not tested for
drugs, 3) reluctance of mothers and doctors to reveal this
information, and 4) addicted women who end their drug use
before or during the pregnancy (Mayer & Black, 1977). Fur-
thermore, addicted women have irregular menstrual cycles.

It is unclear to what extent their irregular menstrual cy-
cles reduce their fertility and lower their birth rates. On
the other hand, generally, addicted women, belong to popula-
tion groups with higher birth rates. The actual effect of

these two factors, irreqular menstrual cycles and membership
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in higher birth rate population groups, on the birth rate of
addicted women is unknown (Deren, 1986).

In spite of these drawbacks to obtaining reliable sta-
tistics on the number of addicted women, numbers of addicted
mothers on the national, state, and local levels are avail-
able. In the United States the estimates of Cuskey and
Wathey (1982) are still being utilized with regards to na-
tional statistics. They estimated that in the mid-1970’s
234,000 children had mothers who were narcotic-dependent.
More recently, the ADAMHA News (October, 1988) reported that
a hospital survey carried out by the National Association
for Perinatal Addiction Research and Education (NAPARE) in
36 hospitals throughout the country revealed that 11% of
deliveries were affected by substance abuse. Eleven percent
of all deliveries represents 375,000 births. The range a-
mong the hospitals was from 0.4 percent to 27 percent. The
different rates among the hospitals were considered a prod-
uct of difference in thoroughness among the assessments of
substance abuse (Weston et al., 1989).

State and local statistics for New York State and New
York City respectively are important to examine due to the
high number of addicted residents in these areas, greater
access to treatment services, and similarity to this re-
search project population. In the mid-1980‘s (Deren, 1986),
the New York State Division of Substance Abuse (DSAS) esti-

mated that there were 43,000 children born to mothers in
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