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TODAYS TALK

1. The aim of my PhD thesis

2. Very briefly about the data (as it’s important to understand both the strengths and 

limitations of the thesis)

3. Findings:

 Family structures, living with a parent with problematic SU and outcomes in early

adulthood

 Estimate of Danish youth experiencing problematic parental substance use (PPSU)

 School problems related to PPSU
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MY PHD PROJECT

15-25 year olds' reports of parental 
substance use problems 

+
supplementary register data for 
young people and their parents 
(period 1989-2015/2018)

Estimate

Family 
structureSchool

Image: Kristina Flour / Unsplash 
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HOW DO WE BEST INVESTIGATE AN OFTEN 
HIDDEN PROBLEM? (FROM MY QUANTITATIVE PERSPECTIVE)

Questionnaire surveys

Benefit: insight into families that are otherwise not in contact with the "system" + the 
hidden families

Problem: all those who don't participate... non-participants have been shown to have

higher levels of different problems compared with participants

Register research

Benefit: covers the entire population + historical data

Disadvantage: only covers the most severe cases with alcohol-related hospitalizations, 
convictions for drug-related crimes, those seeking drug and alcohol treatment... 
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WHO IS INCLUDED IN THE TWO SURVEYS?

Image from Eniro/krak.dk

A representative sample 
of Danish young people 

aged 15-25 years

10,414 young people 
invited (Survey1 in 2014/ 

Survey2 in 2015)

5755 young people 
were interviewed



REGISTRY DATA

Register data 
on 10,414 

young people 
and their 
parents

School and 
further 

education

Criminality

Labor 
market

Family 
relationshi

ps

PsychiatrySomatics 
(LPR)

Drug and 
alcohol 

treatment

Medicines 
(LMDB)

Causes of 
death

Various registers linked to all 

10,414 young people and 

their parents

from birth (=1989 for the 

eldest participants) to the 

time of the survey (=2015 

with survey2)



PPSU

Alcohol and 
Drug related

Deaths Alcohol and 
Drug related

Diseases
and Illness

Mental 
Disorders

SUD

(F10-19)

SUD 
Treatment

Medical 
Treatment

for SUD

Alcohol and 
Drug related
Criminality

Children's 
statements: 
My parent(s) 
have/had a 
problmatic 

SU

Problematic
Parental 
Substance
Use
defined by:
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AIM OF THIS STUDY

The study examined the impact of various childhood family structures, including the 
presence or absence of PPSU on adverse outcomes in young adulthood:

1. NEET (Not in Education, Employment or Training)

2. Hospitals admissions

3. Mental disorders

4. Criminality
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0 YEARS ........       15 YEARS 15 YEARS                                           20 YEARS

NEET HOSPITAL ADMISSIONS

MENTAL DISORDERS CRIMINALITY
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5 DIFFERENT FAMILY STRUCTURES

Living with both parents all 15 years

1) without PPSU

2) with PPSU

Not living with both parents all 15 years

3) without PPSU

4) with PPSU, 0-4 years living with parent

5) with PPSU, 5-15 years residing with the respective parent



AFINET WEBINAR KIRSTEN SØNDERGAARD FREDERIKSEN

12.03.2024 ASSISTANT PROFESSOR

DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHOLOGY
AND BEHAVIOURAL SCIENCES
AARHUS UNIVERSITY

CENTER FOR ALCOHOL AND DRUG RESEARCH

HYPOTHESIS:

1) Protective factor of living with both parents

2) PPSU would increase the likelihood of later problems in early adulthood
(15-20 years old)

3) Number of years living with a parent with substance use problems will
further increase the likelihood of later problems

(this would especially go for family type 2 and 5)
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It doesn't matter so much whether the child lives with the parent who has a 
problematic substance use. There are other factors at play.*

Only children from one family type had a higher likelihood of problems at the age of 
15-20: not living with both parents, +PPSU/0-4 years.

* All analyses controlled for 

ethnicity (Danish origin vs. immigrants/descendants), 

parents’ highest level of education (primary education only vs. any additional education), 

parental mental disorder (any record in the PCR except F10–F19 diagnoses, which were included in the PPSU 
measure) 

parental receipt of social benefits (≥3 consecutive years vs. <3 consecutive years).
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HYPOTHESIS:

1: Protective factor of living with both parents - YES

2: PPSU would increase the likelihood of later problems in early adulthood –
PARTLY YES (primarily if present with other problems)

3: Number of years living with a parent with substance use problems will further
increase the likelihood of later problems - NO
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IMPLICATIONS

-> social welfare and healthcare professionals in contact with young people - 

important not only to consider PPSU, but also the interplay with family environment, 

dysfunction and relations and how this affects the well-being

-> be in dialogue with parents who enter alcohol and drug treatment about how 

children are affected by PPSU. 
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CONCLUSION
Family Structure Impact: Living with both parents protected against later adverse outcomes.

PPSU Consequences: PPSU combined with not living with both parents increased the odds.

Duration with PPSU Parent: Contrary to expectations, longer periods living with a parent 
with PPSU did not correlate with worse outcomes compared to shorter periods.

Health and Legal Risks: Young people with PPSU & not living with both parents -> higher 
risks for hospital admissions, mental disorders, and criminality. (Females -> NEET)

Interventions should be mindful of these factors to better support affected individuals.
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ESTIMATE OF 15-25 YEAR 
OLDS HAVE PARENTS

15,2%

Includes both alcohol and drugs
+ past and current consumption



Period: 1989-2015
Parents with alcohol/drug-related...

Young people, 15-25 
years old
N=10,414

Diseases and illnesses 
(National Patient Register)

1.7% 
(177/10,414)

Mental health disorders 
(psychiatry registry)

3.7% 
(388/10,414) 

Convictions
(crime register)

8.3% 
(860/10,414)

SUD treatment
(SIB/NAB)

4.1%
(n=423/10,414)

medical treatment for substance use 
disorders (LMDB)

8.8%
(920/10,414)

cause of death 0.4%
(45/10,414)

Overall 
(1 or more of the above switches)

15.3%
(1,594/10,414)

Where does 
the system 
meet parents?
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CONCLUSION

1) We get a more comprehensive 
estimate by using both questionnaire 
data and registry data

2) 15.2% of Danish youth have parents 
with substance use problems (past or 
current problems)
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FAMILY-RELATED 
PROBLEMS IN THE 
FIRST 15 YEARS OF 
CHILDHOOD

Different problems of the 
parents/families 

Family 
related 
issues

Substance
use

problems

Criminality

Chronic 
disease

Long-term 
unemploy

ment

Mental 
health 

disorders

Parents 
(not) living 
together
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GRADE POINT AVERAGE, COMPULSORY SCHOOL
(ON A SCALE FROM -03-12)

6,8

5,9
6,2

5,6

7,4

6,5 6,6

5,8

4

5

6

7

8

1. Families with a low
degree of problems (64 %)

2. Families primary with
PPSU (8 %)

3. Families primary with
parental long-term

unemployment (22 %)

4. Families with a high
degree of problems (6 %)

Males Females

Average grade 
point at national 
level in 2015: 
7,3



PERCENTAGE WHO DO NOT CONTINUE IN 
EDUCATION IN THE FOLLOWING 2 YEARS

Young people from 
families with different 
types/levels of 
problems:

LOW
(n=4,347)

Families with PPSU
(n=549)

Families with long-term 
unemployment

(n=1,475)

HIGH
(n=407)

Not in education 237 (5.5%) 48 (8.7%) 90 (6.1%) 45 (11.1% )

Men and women Ref.
OR = 1.51

p = 0.044
95% CI: 1.01-2.26

OR = 0.91
p = 0.554

95% CI: 1.01-2.26

OR = 1.78
p = 0.016

95% CI: 1.11-2.26

Women's Ref
OR = 2.16

p = 0.009
95% CI: 1.22-3.85

OR = 2.08
p = 0.002

95% CI: 1.32-3.28

OR = 3.41
p < 0.001

95% CI: 1.96-5.93
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CONCLUSION

1. Four types of family with different 
levels of family problems

2. Lower average for children with 
multiple family problems

3. Young people from the two family 
types with substance abuse problems 
-> more likely to NOT continue in 
education in the following 2 years
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MAIN CONCLUSIONS OF THE THESIS

1. Estimate. Multiple data sources - more comprehensive estimate: 15.2% of 15-
25 year olds have parents with a current or past substance use problem

2. School. Graduation and further education largely depends on the amount of 
family-related problems, but also the type of problems and the gender of the 
child. 

3. Family structures. not living with both parents + parental substance use 
problems + short period of residing with the respective parent - significantly 
more problems in early adulthood
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STATEMENT OPEN FOR DISCUSSION

Significant difference in the consequences for children, highly 
influenced by the type and quantity of other family issues.

​ 
In a family where PPSU is the primary concern and there are fewer 
conflicts and disruptions, the consequences are not more present 
compared with families without PPSU.

Consequences become much greater when parents and children 
also have to deal with conflicts, divorce, mental disorders, or 
criminality on top of it.
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