Family Treatment in Child and
Adolescent Psychiatry

John Sargent, MD and Corky Becker, PhD



Session 9
Substance Mis-use and Gaming



Family Adaptation to Social Change

® |n the 21st century in China we expect aspects of social change that will influence families
and challenge traditional ways of living

® Social change affects all families in a society but is most disruptive to families with limited
resources

® Families most affected by disruption of traditional ways of living are likely to experience
mental health problems and challenges in raising children

® \We want to suggest a few ideas for helping these families. Please let us know if these ideas
are likely to be helpful for you



® Stressors as a result of social change on families include:
® Relocation and changes in relationships with elders
® Sudden changes in occupation or income
® |ncreasing distance between the wealthy and the poor
® Increase in the demands of work
® Challenges to patriarchy
® Enhanced occupational opportunities and expectations for women

® |ncreased academic stress and demands for achievement for children



® Families may come to therapy to discuss and deal with these stresses

® Sometimes the children may be distressed with anxiety or depression and be presented as
the reason for treatment

® The doctor will need to be aware that the stresses of social change may be the impetus for
the family’s distress



® The doctor needs to accept the presenting problem and validate concerns about the children
before identifying and addressing parental stresses and distress

® The doctor will need to accurately assess the child’s emotional and behavioral functioning
and recommend any remedies needed

® As the child’s difficulties improve and the parents trust the doctor, the doctor can encourage
a conversation about the stresses on the family and individual family members and the
family’s experience of social change



® This conversation can lead to the family developing strategies to improve their situation
® The therapist will listen for and reinforce family strengths and family flexibility

® The doctor should refrain from giving premature suggestions, and recognize the value of their
support and encouragement of the family’s competence

® The family may need to investigate community supports and negotiate changes among the
extended family in order to best respond to social change



® At times the impact of social change may induce or reinforce family conflict and the
emotional distress of family members affected by change

® The doctor validates the family members’ experience of distress, encourages mutual support
within the family and patience with the changes that are occurring

® As much as possible the doctor can encourage the family to utilize their connections and
affection to develop plans and solutions for their situation

® As the discussion proceeds the family begins to appreciate options for change and make
plans to deal with their experience of disruption in a positive and competent way



® Distressed families often act as though their situation is hopeless and unchangeable

® The doctor will need to listen and validate their experience of difficulty at the same time
maintain hope for satisfying change, and steer the discussion towards what can be done that

will make things better

® Sometimes this discussion may lead to concrete actions that improve the situation and
sometimes the discussion will lead to an enhanced recognition of the affection of family
members for each other and the value of that caring



Substance misuse and Gaming and the Family

® Substance misuse in adolescents can be misuse of one substance (alcohol) or multiple
substances

® Substance use becomes a problem when it impacts family relationships or the child’s
functioning in their community

® |t can interfere with peer relationships, academic success, pursuit of outside activities or
competencies

® Excessive substance use also can lead to behaviors that are oriented towards obtaining and
using the substances (lying, stealing, and association with anti social peers)



® The use of video games by children and adolescents can become excessive, time consuming,
and impact peer relationships and academic engagement

® Youth can also spend excessive amounts of money on alcohol, drugs and/or video games

® The child can also isolate, and the effects of the substances and /or video games can lead to
irritability and depressed mood

® This problem can impact sleep, appetite and participation in daily life

® Substance misuse and excessive gaming often occur in association with other mental health
challenges for the child



® Both substance misuse and excessive gaming are pleasurable and lead to neurochemical
changes

® The pleasure associated with substance use and gaming often distract the child from other
stresses, challenges, and depressed mood and anxiety

® With continued excessive use of substances and/or gaming, the degree of pleasure is reduced
and there is enhanced physiologic demand for further substance use and gaming

® This pattern of increased use makes treatment more difficult and increases the likelihood of
relapse



The Impact of Substance Misuse and Gaming on the Family

® Frequently the parents are alarmed by changes in the child’s mood and behavior

® Parents may attempt to limit the child’s activities or engagement with video games
® This can lead to family arguments and parental polarization

® The overall mood of the family is tense and negative

® Concerns about the child’s behavior outside of the family including academic failure, legal
difficulties and involvement with antisocial peers worsens the family situation



® The child becomes demanding and often denies problems
® The parents approach treatment frightened, disempowered and helpless

® The family may also be isolated from and experience criticism by extended family and
community resources

® This problem also exacerbates other family stresses and increases tension and negativity in
the family

® Blaming, criticism, anger and conflict are hallmarks of family interaction



® Evidence based treatment for Substance Misuse and/or Excessive Gaming:
® Accurate diagnosis and assessment of both the child and the family
® Development of motivation and engagement of the child in treatment is important
® Agreement by parents that the problem needs to be addressed as a priority
® Parents will need to limit the child’s access to substances and use of video games

® Once the substance misuse and/or gaming has diminished the doctor and the family will
need to address other emotional and behavioral challenges



Family Interventions for Substance Misuse and Gaming

® Step 1: the doctor will need to partner with parents in developing a treatment plan
® Step 2: parents will need to be prepared to set limits and challenge the child’s behavior
® Step 3: parents may need to address their own use of substances and electronic media

® Step 4: parental polarization will need to be addressed so that parents can work together.
Parental blaming is not productive and will need to be limited

® Step 5: the doctor will need to strongly encourage the family to develop methods of setting
limits and supervising the child’s behavior; this can extremely difficult



® Step 6: a method of monitoring substance use and ensuring management of video games will
need to be developed and utilized by the parents

® Step 7: the child will need support to address other mental health challenges and engage in
productive and meaningful activities

® Step 8: the doctor will need to be patient as this process proceeds and strongly reinforce
both child and parental successes



® |n serious situations hospitalization or residential treatment may be helpful in breaking the
cycle of use

® |f hospitalization or residential treatment are utilized the family will still need to develop
methods of limiting substance use and excessive gaming upon discharge

® Engagement of the adolescent in treatment is always important

® Medication can be used for co-morbid mental health problems but should be considered
cautiously

® Physiologic withdrawal can occur but is uncommon in adolescents and does not occur in
association with excessive gaming



® Substance Misuse and Excessive Gaming can be relapsing problems

® As much as possible the doctor will want to encourage the family to discuss methods of
avoiding relapse especially as the adolescent gains greater independence (during college and
when living independently)

® |n many families effective treatment can lead to greater family harmony, the experience of
parental competence, and reengagement of the child in a productive and prosocial life



