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For the past 35 years, Soins infirmiers et Développment Communautaire SIDC Sin El 
Fil (9 / AD) has been concerned for the health of young people in Lebanon, especially 
the most marginalized groups among them. SIDC has been involved in providing 
a comprehensive package of services within and outside (through the mobile unit) 
the center. These services include mental health, sexual and reproductive health, 
prevention and treatment for sexually transmitted infections and AIDS, drug addiction 
and related harm reduction services and legal services.

The harm reduction program services are delivered in a separate center called Escale 
which is a drop-in and harm reduction and treatment center for substance use. These 
services are run by a multidisciplinary team responsible for providing various services 
among which are individual and group educational sessions for people who use drugs 
and their parents. 

Engaging parents in the treatment and harm reduction course of their children has 
been an important and challenging component for the Escale team. Therefore and in 
order to capture and to build upon Escale-SIDC’s experience, the team suggested the 
development of a flyer guide as one of the activities planned in the ImPOWER project 
supported and funded by UNICEF in the year 2019-2020.

SIDC commends on the role of parents in any program addressing people who use 
drugs and SEE FAMILIES brochure was developed for this purpose

ImPower Program
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Youth and adolescents, during their growth and development stages, undergo many 
changes in various aspects of their life; on physical, mental, emotional, and social 
levels. 
For the above-mentioned reasons as well as their living conditions, they may be 
exposed to several issues such as poverty, denial of rights, abuse or violence and 
exploitation in all forms, making them more vulnerable to mental health problems. 

The youth in Lebanon amount to around 520,000 persons, of which 305,000 are 
Lebanese; according to the World Health Organization and the United Nations Office on 
Drugs and Crime, 13.5% of the youth aged 13-15 have attempted suicide, and they have 
also indicated a significant increase in the use of several types of drugs and addictive 
substances.  
There is no doubt that the general situation in which the youth and adolescents are 
living in comes with psychological pressure, repression, and the feeling of hopelessness 
and uselessness, affecting their mental health and contributing to the worsening of 
their health and future in the short and long run. 

Within its regional strategy and its program to strengthen the youth and adolescents’ 
capacities and ensure the necessary protection and prevention, UNICEF aims at 
ensuring a healthy and supportive environment that helps youth and adolescents 
abide by healthy behaviors away from the risks that may affect their physical and 
mental well-being as well as their future. 
Given the difficulties faced by the youth that use drugs and addictive substances 
especially during treatment, the family is the closest entity surrounding the youth and 
can directly affect their lives and behaviors. 

Given that the family is the main entity that would collaborate to support the teenager, 
it plays an important role in supporting, delaying treatment, and changing their 
behaviors.
This guide has been developed in aim of sensitizing the family on the crucial role it 
plays and to provide them with the technical support and practical guidance needed 
to support the adolescents and youth with regards to drug and addictive substance 
use and the treatment phase.

UNICEF’s Introduction:
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Background

Substance use and drug dependency 
are known to affect the whole family 
(SAMHSA, 2004; SAMHSA, 2008; 
SAMHSA, 2013). Even if only one member 
of the family uses substances and 
becomes dependent, family dynamics 
can change. Although substance abuse 
treatment success depends on the 
commitment and effort of the individual, 
it is important to remain aware of the 
complex and central role that family 
members of someone in treatment 
have (Ventura & Bagley, 2017). There is 
increasing evidence in literature that 

Family Support a foundation stone for the success 
of Substance Use Treatment

SEE FAMILIES brochure

This brochure aims at illustrating 
experiences and stories of beneficiaries 
of an outpatient substance use 
treatment program at Escale center to 
highlight and discuss the importance of 
family environment and support and how 
these elements may influence treatment 
results. 
The experience of Escale center in 
introducing services for families of 
beneficiaries of its substance use 
treatment program was built upon to 
highlight issues and challenges that were 
documented by its team. SEE FAMILIES 
is a document that sheds light on how 
families interact and react to situations in 
which their children use drugs, and what 
type of support they might need.
SEE FAMILIES focuses on the role of 
parents in treatment support and how it 
should be reinforced.
SEE FAMILIES is divided in two sections. 

supports the need to evaluate family 
support and engage families in substance 
misuse treatment planning and delivery 
(Lemos et al, 2012; McDonagh & Reddy, 
2015). Family or caregiver support as an 
intervention, reinforced by psychological 
and educational interventions, has been 
found to contribute to an increased 
recovery rate in addiction treatments 
(Baharudin et al, 2014). In a country 
such as Lebanon, in which family life is 
very important and an integral part of its 
culture, family support can be said to be 
crucial to treatment outcomes.  

The first section is theoretical and explains 
the importance of the role of family 
members supporting their children during 
treatment from substance use, describes 
ways to show this support, and the types 
of interventions needed to be enhanced. 
All over this section, a series of boxes guide 
the reader where to find stories from the 
fields that are highlighted in Section Two. 
The second section, conveys true stories 
that illustrate how family support can 
enhance or fail the treatment outcomes. 
It provides practical tips for caregivers 
to help guide them in supporting a family 
member in substance use treatment. 
This document may be used to sensitize 
healthcare providers, and civil society 
organizations on the importance of 
initiating and encouraging the support 
of programs that target families to 
complement drug treatment services. 
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Section One
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The ecological model recognizes 
multiple levels of influence on health 
behaviors, and therefore comprehensive 
programs which tackle factors outside 
the individual level – such as the social 
environment/community of which the 
family is an integral part of - are beneficial 
to complement substance use treatment 
services.
The relationships between family 
members play a central role in modelling 
their well-being (Merz et al, 2009). 
The family plays a fundamental role in 
the treatment of any health problem, 
including substance abuse, and therefore 
families are becoming increasingly 
targeted in many substance use 

Family members can play positive roles 
and provide support and help to the 
treatment process. Support provided by 
family members, whether moral, financial, 
or material, to people in treatment may 
often translate into better and quicker 
treatment outcomes (Adejoh et al, 
2018). Perceived emotional support from 
families, for instance, may contribute to 
increased self-esteem and play a role in 
encouraging a person in substance use 
treatment to continue and increase their 
efforts for better treatment outcomes. 
Encouraging positive behaviors and 

What type of support can family members have?

treatment approaches (SAMHSA, 2004).
In outpatient treatment programs 
and given that beneficiaries remain in 
daily contact with their families and 
surroundings, it is essential to understand 
family dynamics and to work on addressing 
any issues that may contribute to negative 
treatment outcomes. The challenging 
aspect of working with families is in how 
the team of a substance use treatment 
center can engage with families given that 
most treatment programs are traditionally 
individual-focused. 
There are different roles that family 
members can assume, all of which can 
affect treatment outcomes of a person who 
uses drugs in treatment. 

Supportive care givers/ families

Section One

avoiding focus on mistakes and negative 
issues by family members can help 
increase self-esteem and confidence. It 
usually requires a great effort for someone 
to decide to commence treatment, and 
positive reinforcement of this behavior will 
support the continuation of these efforts. 
Therefore, it is important to engage family 
members to identify, encourage and help 
guide any positive relationships that the 
beneficiary may have with a family member. 
Different family members may play 
different roles, and choose to show support 
at different times. It is imperative to reach 

Importance of the family engagement and support
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Supportive  families

UNSUPPORTIVE FAMILIES

Experiences that illustrate the 
importance and role of supportive 
families are highlighted through 
Stories 1 & 2 in the “Stories from 
Escale” section below. 
Don’t forget to familiarize your team 
with the related tips that can be given 
to caregivers of youth in treatment for 
substance use!!!

An experience that illustrates the 
negative effects that unsupportive 
families can have on you in treatment 
is highlighted through Story 3 in the 
“Stories from Escale” section below. 

out to family members early on in treatment 
in order to identify any behaviors that 
may affect the progress of beneficiaries 
in treatment. Certain behaviors can be 
interpreted differently by different people. 
For example, overconcern and excessive 
effort to show “support” by family members 
– although usually with good intentions 
- can be perceived as a lack of trust by 
people in treatment and have an opposite 
effect. 

On the other hand, unsupportive family 
environments, or even negligent ones, 
may slow down and even adversely 
affect treatment outcomes. In a study by 
Lemos et al (2012), low perceived family 
support among people with alcohol or 
drug dependence showed increased 
depression, anxiety, and hopelessness. 
Family remains important to people in 
treatment, no matter how negative that 
environment is to them. When people 
in treatment for substance use find 
themselves in a judgmental and overly 
emotional environment where their 
poor decision-making skills are focused 
on, they often experience decreased 
confidence and low self-esteem. These 
effects, along with a decreased sense 
of power, can contribute to continued 
substance use. In addition, when people 
in substance use treatment do not find 
support in their families, they may look for 
support and approval among their peers, 
which may lead to relapse in certain 
cases.  

Unsupportive families 
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The importance of family engagement 
and support in the treatment process 
has been highlighted, therefore how can 
we encourage increased family support? 
Persistent follow-up by members of the 
treatment team, and most importantly by 
the social worker and psychological team 
involved in the treatment is a method 
utilized by Escale that has proved to be 
effective. 
Through follow-up, a number of issues 
can be addressed through services that 
are important to be provided to families 
or caregivers or youth in treatment for 
substance use. These are discussed in 
this section. 

Families should understand what 
substance use is and how people become 
dependent. 
They should understand the symptoms 
and the effort required to begin treatment 
and remain engaged and committed to it. 
They should also become aware of any 
negative or enabling behavior within their 
family relationships and environments 
that may affect the person in treatment 
and their treatment outcomes. 

Increasing their knowledge and eliminating 
stereotyping and misconceptions

What type of interventions are needed to increase family support?

 “I need to know how I can be a support, he is my child and I love him, 
I raised him, and now I cannot understand him anymore”- Mother of a 

young man using drugs under treatment

FOLLOW-UP!!!!

The results of persistent follow-
up with the family of a beneficiary 
in substance use treatment is 
highlighted through Story 4 in the 
“Stories from Escale” section below. 

Therefore, it is important to work on 
increasing the information and awareness 
of family members regarding these issues. 
There are usually stereotypes of people 
who use drugs that are reinforced by the 
media but this is not the reality. Therefore, 
communicating facts about drug use to 
families is critical in order to avoid fueling 
misconceptions that are prevalent on 
social media and mass media outlets.  



SEE FAMILIES 10

There are a number of family services that 
are complementary to substance use 
treatment programs that can be provided 
to enhance treatment outcomes. 

Family education and counseling 
services can be provided by the same 
center where an individual is receiving 
his/her treatment.
 
Information that family members receive 
can result in changes that affect the 
daily life of a person in treatment and 
therefore his/her treatment outcome.

Family education and counseling services 
can be in the form of individual sessions, 
targeted family activities, or group family 
sessions. 

 Individual family education 
and counseling sessions take place 
between family members and the social 
worker and/or psychologist/counselor/
psychotherapist involved in case follow-
up. One important aspect of these 
individual sessions is the development 
of capacities of family members on how 
to communicate positively with their 
children, or other family members, who 
use substances.
      Targeted family activities may 
include sessions that involve both family 
members and the person in treatment, 
however are not focused on therapy and 
serve to engage family members with 
each other as they receive important 
treatment education
 Group family sessions take 
place between the family members 
of beneficiaries in treatment, and are 
intended as a type of support group 
where different families can discuss 
their issues, exchange experiences, and 
provide support to each other on issues 
that may be challenging for them, such as 

Family education and counseling services

Family therapy sessions

“I like to share with others and learn 
from their experiences we can be 
of support to each other” (Mother 
of a young man using drugs under 

treatment)

“What I am interested to know is 
why she choose to do that [take 

drugs]?” (Mother of a young woman 
using drugs under treatment)

social stigma in their communities related 
to a child’s substance use, and how to face 
it.
 

An additional level of services can 
be provided through family therapy 
sessions to allow for targeted therapy 
and interventions for all members of the 
family. These services are important to 
address the family environment as a whole. 
Family members engaged in family therapy 
sessions learn how their behaviors affect 
each other, how to modify them, and how 
to better communicate with each other. 
Research suggests that behavioral health 
treatment that includes family therapy 
works better than treatment that does not 
and therefore availability of such services 
is crucial. 

The promotion of family support services 
is crucial in order to ensure that families 
are aware of the availability of services 
and professional support, how they can 
access these services, and the purpose 
and importance of utilizing them in order 
to contribute to and support a family 
member in substance abuse treatment. 
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Investigate family concerns and respond!

Concerns and needs included: 

The promotion of family support services is crucial in order to ensure that families 
are aware of the availability of services and professional support, how they can 
access these services, and the purpose and importance of utilizing them in order to 
contribute to and support a family member in substance abuse treatment. 

AT ESCALE CENTER, a needs assessment for parents of beneficiaries of drug treatment 
services was conducted prior to the introduction of individual and group counseling 
sessions for them. The purpose of this assessment was to identify the areas the parents 
find key to get support. Results were used to guide topics and interventions of these 
sessions. 

•   Social stigma related to childrens’ drug use
•   Better understanding of the reasons why children are using drugs
•   How to improve communication 
•   Strategies that can be used to play a more positive support role 
•   Understanding relapse and how to cope and support
•   Sharing experiences with other families
•   Addressing feelings of guilt and  dealing with burnout and strong stressors 
•   How to prevent the breakdown of family structure 
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Section Two
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Escale provides a number of services related to substance use treatment, including 
psychosocial follow-up to the beneficiaries and their families. This section highlights 
examples of beneficiaries that access services at Escale and the follow-up that was 
provided with their families. Each story is then followed with a number of practical tips 
that can be provided to families/caregivers of such beneficiaries. 

Note: All names used in the “stories” of this section are pseudonyms and are not 
related in any manner to the real names or identities of beneficiaries that have shared 
their experiences with us. These names were used for ease of storytelling and are 
marked with quotations in order to signify that they are not real. 

Nour is a young man with divorced 
parents. He has been using substances 
since the age of 16 and has been a 
beneficiary of the outpatient treatment 
program for a number of years. Nour’s 
mother is very supportive of him and he 
has a good relationship with her. She 
engages with his treatment and follows-
up with the center frequently. Her support 
however, is also sometimes exaggerated 

The experience highlighted in Story 1 is 
an example of affection support that has 
proved to be positive for the beneficiary 
undertaking treatment at an outpatient 

Story 1

Section Two

where she becomes overprotective and 
sometimes lies on his behalf. In general 
however, she has been pivotal in his 
treatment program and has followed-
up with his sister in maintaining his 
medication even when he secured a job 
that was in another region of the country. 
Nour is currently working and has since 
finished his treatment and has not been 
using substances. 

“I don’t know what I would do without my mother – she’s my support 
and everything in my life” (“ Nour”, 26 years old)

“I am ready to do anything for my son – I want to see him get better and 
be able to see him married with a family so he can have responsibilities”

(“Nour’s” Mother)

center. It relates back to the importance 
of supportive family environments and 
the role that they play in treatment 
outcomes. 

Stories from Escale
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Practical Tips for Caregivers:

 Do NOT – provide excuses or cover-up for your child/family member if they 
miss treatment, this only sets their progress back and enables behavior that is not 
beneficial for the treatment.
 Do NOT - support their hesitations and or “fall in their trap” if they show 
reluctance and lack of commitment to their treatment protocol and guidelines
  
 Do – Remember that it is not your fault that your child/family member has a 
substance use disorder. You did not cause this. Do not feel sorry and powerless  
 Do – Focus and follow-up on the treatment process, asking questions is a 
must and your right
 Do – provide the support that is needed for your child/family member’s 
specific case. This might not be the same as support needed by another child in the 
family. Each person is unique in their needs.  

Mariam is a young woman who is divorced, 
and had started using substances with 
her husband during their marriage. 
Mariam had been physically abused by 
her brother before marriage and had 
used marriage as an escape from her 
family home. Following her divorce, she 
moved back with her parents and she 
still experiences physical violence from 
her brother. Her father has not defended 
her against her brother, therefore Mariam 
does not have a good relationship with 
him. However her father is very supportive 
of her when she seeks treatment at the 
center and accompanies her every week. 

Tip for Service Providers:

Participants might reinforce gender stereotypes when analyzing this story by possibly 
justifying the fact that the mother was “covering” for her son due to “motherly” 
emotions. It is crucial to explain that this might be the case in “Nour’s” story, however 
this overprotectiveness and “coverage” can also be exhibited by fathers or other 
caregivers as well. 

Story 2

There is no clear communication within 
the family; each member plays a different 
role. Her mother exhibits constant panic 
and is always concerned with test results 
of substance use. The unstable family 
environment that surrounds her has 
impacted her treatment and she is not 
very responsive to it. She is in a constant 
cycle and goes through frequent ups and 
downs in her program. Her brother will 
be married soon and will move out of the 
house, and Mariam has expressed relief 
and is awaiting this event, as she hopes 
it will make a change in her surroundings. 

“She [mother] keeps nagging and suspecting that I am using [drugs]. 
Even when I’m fine she wants to know what [drugs] I’ve taken. And this 

is very hurtful” (“Mariam”, 29 years old)
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The experience highlighted in Story 2 is 
an example of how the roles that different 
family members play affect a person 
in substance abuse treatment, and 
the significance of their surroundings 

and environment on the outcome of 
this treatment. It also points to the 
importance of identifying issues within 
the dynamics of the family to guide the 
beneficiary in working on resolving them. 

Practical Tips for Caregivers:

 Do NOT - ignore the problem. Denial of abuse or any other issue does not 
make the problem go away, it only makes your child/family member feel that they are 
not worth the attention that they need from you
 Do NOT – dwell on the substance use and become suspicious of your 
child/family member indefinitely. Treatment is a long process and suspicion makes 
your child/family member feel that you cannot trust them – conveying a negative 
environment. 

 Do – communicate with your child/family member. Try to remain objective 
and positive when listening to them, you might not always like what they have to 
say, but they might be living a reality that you have no idea about. Acknowledge that 
relapse is a part of the treatment
 Do – take care of yourself and your mental health by seeking support 
services, asking for support for you and other members of the family who are affected 
by the consequence of the substance use is always a must

Wissam is a young man who has been 
using substances through injection 
since his mother passed away. He has 
an alcoholic father with a gambling 
addiction, who instead of providing 
support to the family, uses up all their 
money for gambling. Wissam has been 
in the outpatient program for quite 
some time, however with no drastic 
improvement, due to issues that he 
regularly faces with his father. He is 
unable to leave this environment, as he 
is protective of his younger sister, and 
receives minimal support – whether 

Story 3

financial or emotional – from his other 
siblings who are married and tend to 
avoid him most of the time. His brother 
follows up sporadically with the center 
regarding his treatment and supported 
in his return home after a big fight with 
his father. Wissam has conveyed that 
despite all his issues with his father and 
the negative environment that surrounds 
him, he still wants to be a part of the family 
and support his sister, since his father is 
neglectful. He is currently seeking a job in 
order to financially support himself. 
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“I can’t tolerate my father’s situation anymore. He is the reason I relapse 
every time” (“Wissam”, 28 years old)

The experience highlighted in Story 3 
illustrates the effects that an unsupportive 
family environment can have on the 
progress of a person’s treatment. It also 

highlights the importance of family to 
people in treatment, regardless whether 
they are supportive or not. 

Practical Tips for Caregivers:

 Do NOT – follow-up irregularly. It is important that you follow-up with your 
child/family member in treatment continuously throughout the process so that they 
feel that they can trust and depend on you for support
 Do NOT – avoid your child/family member while they are dealing with 
substance use issues. This is the time in which they are in greatest need of 
understanding.
 Do Not- overprotect them either neglect them

 Do – remember that relapse is a part of the treatment process and weigh 
your support and feelings towards their treatment engagement and success
 Do – show empathy and give support in whatever form is needed

Samer is a young man whose parents 
are divorced. He has a bad relationship 
with both of his parents, and he also 
faced problems with his siblings once 
they  found out about his substance use. 
Following some time spent in prison, 
while still on OST, his relationship with 
his siblings improved when he finished 
his sentence and checked himself 
for detoxification and abstained from 
using substances. His relationship 
with his mother improved following the 
intervention of the center, however the 

Story 4

issue involved numerous contacts and 
follow-up by the center in order to explain 
the importance of family support to the 
mother and persuade her to come to 
the center and welcome our beneficiary 
back home. Ever since he is back on good 
terms with his family, he has been back 
on outpatient treatment for substance 
use, however in secret. He does not want 
his family to know that he is seeking 
treatment due to a relapse as he believes 
they will not be supportive and this will 
create problems for him again. 
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“No one understands me and they don’t want to accept me. They are 
scared of me and always accuse me of using drugs” (, 26 years old)

Story 4 highlights the importance of 
family support follow-up and the often 
under-recognized efforts and time that 
are required to achieve even the smallest 
progress. Through persistent 
follow-up by the treatment team to 
increase involvement and support of 

one of the beneficiaries, a noted change 
was observed when family reactions and 
support progressed slightly. However, 
it can also be noted that further work 
and involvement is needed in order to 
strengthen relationships and restore 
trust between family members.

Practical Tips for Caregivers:

 Do NOT – judge your child/family member. Avoid blame as it does not help 
the treatment process in any way.
 Do NOT – be angry and react to the issue in a negative manner. It will not 
change your child/family member’s behavior. Instead, try to focus on positive ways in 
which you can help and support

 Do – maintain open communication with your child/family member so that 
they feel that they have your acceptance no matter what the current outcome of the 
treatment is
 Do – make the effort and seek services that can help you understand what 
your child/family member is going through 

The practical tips in this section are general and serve to illustrate some 
way in which families should or should not react when a member is in 

substance use treatment based on the stories that were shared. 

There is no one-size-fits-all in substance use treatment and family 
support. Every family has its characteristics and therefore families are 

encouraged to communicate with and build contact with the center that 
is providing treatment services to their children/family member so that 
they can identify their roles in this process and receive tailored tips and 

support. 
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