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INTRODUCTION

America’s attitudes toward drinking can be traced back to the early settlers who colonized this country.  Colonial Americans believed that the use of alcohol was an acceptable, even essential part of life.  The tavern was the focal point for business, political, social and community activities.  Some historians refer to colonial times as the “wettest” period in American history.  Everybody drank - men, women and children.
Colonial America had no laws restricting children from drinking alcohol.  Prior to 1700, the use of alcohol was primarily a family-controlled activity.  The family meal included beer and wine, and boys as young as 12 drank in taverns.  Fathers taught their sons to drink and were proud when they participated in this “manly” activity.  Colonial America did not have a great concern about alcohol abuse or “underage drinking.”

In the 1700s, American drinking patterns changed dramatically, creating sanctions regarding the use of alcohol.  Large numbers of unmarried men immigrated to America during the period when distilled spirits such as whiskey became the dominant drink.  Public drunkenness and wild destructive behavior were common.  Citizens grew concerned about the abuse of alcohol and the threats it posed.  The American “temperance movement” was initiated to combat the excessive consumption of alcohol.

For nearly two centuries, the temperance movement has influenced American attitudes toward all forms of alcohol.  Its philosophy and approach has shifted from reliance on moral persuasion against drunkenness to legal enforcement of all alcohol use.  Various states prohibited the manufacture, distribution and sale of alcoholic beverages in the 1850s, 1880s and early 1900s.  A national “Prohibition Amendment” went into effect in 1919 and remained in effect until its repeal in 1933.  More recently, the legal age for drinking has risen.  The relationships between age and alcohol use has become a major social and political concern.
Underage drinking poses many problems for contemporary America.  The relationship between underage drinking and driving is probably the most current and visible danger.  Every year, thousands of underage drinkers are involved in traffic accidents.  Many underage drinkers are injured or killed (and injure and kill other people) because they drive while intoxicated.  The United States Department of Transportation consider underage drinking one of the greatest hazards in contemporary society.
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Perhaps the greatest hazard of underage drinking involves the effects of alcohol on children.  Alcohol is the drug most commonly used by children and is addictive.  Its physical effects can damage body organs and even cause death from overdose.  Alcohol abuse can cause emotional, behavioral and social problems that can seriously impair a child’s abilities and potential.  Family life can be devastated.
This purpose of this publication is to help children, parents and professionals understand the causes and effects of underage drinking and discover ways to prevent and control alcohol abuse.  Alcohol is a potentially dangerous drug that can affect many more people than just the drinker.  Underage drinking can begin a pattern of behavior that may follow a person throughout her or his life.

                                                                                       Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                       William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS UNDERAGE DRINKING?
Underage drinking is consumption of an alcoholic beverage by a person under the legal age determined by state law.  The minimum drinking age in all 50 states and the District of Columbia is 21.

WHY DO CHILDREN DRINK ALCOHOL?
There are many reasons why children drink alcohol.  In the EXPERIMENTAL STAGE, some reasons include curiosity, a desire to experience being drunk or the need to take risks.  Motivation for use changes as the child becomes more involved with alcohol.  On a SOCIAL LEVEL, the child reacts to pressure from peers and the need to feel part of the group.  As the user becomes more dependent on alcohol, he or she may feel an emotional or physical need that is temporarily relieved through further alcohol usage.  In the CHRONIC STAGE, there is a biological craving and the abuser NEEDS alcohol to feel “normal.”

HOW MUCH ALCOHOL DO UNDERAGE DRINKERS CONSUME?

Studies suggest that the “average” underage drinker consumes between one and two ounces of alcohol per day.  About 60% of the alcohol consumed is beer, about 25% is liquor and the remaining about 15% is wine.  Underage drinkers obtain much of the alcohol they consume at home or in the home of a friend or relative.

WHICH CHILDREN ARE AT RISK OF USING ALCOHOL?

Although purchase, possession and consumption of alcoholic beverages are illegal for children, the availability of alcohol is so widespread that ALL children are at risk of using alcohol.  Those children particularly at risk of abusing alcohol come from families with a history of alcoholism, families that condone the use of alcohol and families that have experienced stress or tension for a long time.  Studies show that for most children their first contact with alcohol is in the family setting or they begin using alcohol as a response to family experiences.
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WHICH SEX AND AGE GROUPS USE ALCOHOL MOST OFTEN?

Teenagers are the group of underage drinkers who most often use alcohol.  Surveys indicate that over 60% of high school students use alcohol and about 30% are “problem drinkers.”  Boys generally drink more frequently and in larger quantities than girls do.  However, a majority of teenage girls also drink alcohol.  Recent evidence suggests that girls’ drinking patterns are becoming similar to those of boys.
IS ALCOHOL A DRUG?

YES, alcohol is a drug classified as a depressant.  Alcohol is rapidly absorbed into the bloodstream and goes directly to the brain.  Alcohol is a central nervous system depressant that affects judgment, slows reactions and dulls the senses.  Alcohol is the drug most commonly used by children and can be addicting when consumed regularly in large amounts.

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN ALCOHOL USE AND ALCOHOL ABUSE?

Some people consider any use of alcohol by “minors” both a violation of the law and abuse of a dangerous drug.  Other people believe that alcohol abuse occurs when a child’s ability to function in a healthy way changes.  As the child gets more involved with alcohol, use becomes abuse because of the strong desire to use alcohol more often.  Children who try alcohol for the first time also can abuse it.  If the child’s ability to work, play or interact with friends and family is affected, alcohol use becomes alcohol abuse.

WHAT ARE SOME SIGNS THAT A CHILD IS ABUSING ALCOHOL?

Children who abuse alcohol usually lack self-esteem and may be anxious, depressed or hostile.  They also may lack self-control or seem immature.  Because many of these characteristics are common to children, especially teenagers, it may be difficult to know if a child is abusing alcohol.  It is important to observe the child’s behavior, especially extreme or rapid behavioral changes.  Obvious proof includes observing emotional and physical effects, such as drunken behavior and alcohol odor.
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WHAT ARE SOME PHYSICAL EFFECTS OF ALCOHOL ON CHILDREN?

Although children differ in terms of how much alcohol they consume, alcohol affects children in certain common ways.  Short-term over-consumption usually causes the following physical effects: blurred vision, slowed pupil reaction to light changes, poor depth perception, poor coordination, poor memory, disturbed speech, weakened concentration, bad judgment, unpredictable emotions and dulled sense.  Long-term over-consumption often causes the following physical effects: dulled sense, impaired reflexes, nerve damage and damage to the liver and pancreas, circulation problems, heart disease, brain damage and even death.  These physical effects are especially damaging to children because their bodies are still developing.

IS IT POSSIBLE TO OVERDOSE ON ALCOHOL?

YES, alcohol overdosing causes more deaths to children than any other drug.  There is a danger that alcohol will be absorbed into the bloodstream so rapidly, that serious damage will occur.  Large doses of alcohol can cause such extreme damage to the nervous system that the heart will stop and the respiratory center of the brain will cease functioning.  Underage drinkers frequently are in hospital emergency rooms having their stomachs pumped.

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN COMBINING ALCOHOL WITH OTHER DRUGS?
Combining alcohol with other drugs increases the effect.  The result of using alcohol and some other drugs together may more than double the effect.  This occurs most often when combining alcohol with other depressants, especially barbiturates.  It is possible for the user of alcohol and barbiturates to become unconscious, go into a coma, and even die.  One of the dangers of using “street” drugs is that it is impossible to know the actual content unless the chemicals are analyzed.  The effects of unknown ingredients (especially when used with alcohol) can be physically harmful.

WHAT ARE THE DANGERS OF UNDERAGE DRINKING AND DRIVING?

NO ONE, regardless of age, should drive while under the influence of alcohol.  Alcohol makes the process of driving more difficult and dangerous.  Driving while under the influence of alcohol is particularly dangerous for young people, as they are less experienced drivers and less-experienced drinkers.  The rate of fatal crashes among alcohol–involved drivers between the ages of 16 and 20 is more than double the rate for alcohol–involved drivers 21 and older.  
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WHAT ARE OTHER DANGERS OF UNDERAGE DRINKING?
Excessive consumption of alcohol can result in dulled senses, impaired reflexes and athletic ability, lowered resistance to infection, deterioration of the sex glands and disease of various body organs.  Because of its strong effect on the heart and blood vessel system, alcohol can cause stroke and brain damage even in children.  Women of any age who use alcohol while pregnant increase the risk of their offspring having birth defects.  Alcohol abuse also can harm the emotional and social well-being of children and seriously disrupt their lives and the lives of family members.

ARE THERE CHILD ALCOHOLICS?

YES, elementary school children have been diagnosed alcoholic and have experienced the emotional and physical damage associated with alcoholism.  Childhood alcoholism may develop more quickly and from less alcohol consumption than adult alcoholism does.  Child alcoholics do not always go through the social stage of drinking.  Children from alcoholic families, and families where drinking frequently occurs, are especially vulnerable to childhood alcoholism.

ARE CHILDREN OF ALCOHOLIC PARENTS MORE LIKELY TO ABUSE ALCOHOL?

YES, this group of about 30 million American children is the highest risk group for developing mental health and alcohol-related problems.  Some studies suggest that these children (who are often victims of abuse or neglect) learn to use alcohol by copying their parents’ behaviors.  Other studies of children of alcoholic parents imply there is an inherited tendency toward alcoholism.  Generally, children of alcoholic parents are twice as likely to develop alcohol-related problems, as are children of non-alcoholic parents.

DOES THE SEX OF THE ALCOHOLIC PARENT MAKE A DIFFERENCE IN HOW CHILDREN RESPOND TO ALCOHOL?

YES, sons tend to copy the alcohol using behaviors of their fathers, and daughters tend to copy the alcohol using behaviors of their mothers.  Female alcoholics are more likely to have a family history of alcoholism and twice as likely as males to have been brought up by two alcoholic parents.  Studies further suggest that daughters of alcoholic mothers may be more prone to depression and more likely to suffer long-term emotional damage.

-8-
HOW DO PARENTS’ BEHAVIORS AND ATTITUDES ABOUT ALCOHOL AFFECT THEIR CHILDREN?
Children learn many of their behaviors and attitudes about alcohol by listening to, observing and copying their parents.  Studies show that parents’ behaviors and attitudes about alcohol can affect their children in the following ways.  1) Children whose parents regularly or excessively consume alcohol are likely to abuse alcohol.  2) Children whose parents have an “extreme” attitude toward alcohol, either for or against, are prone to have alcohol-related problems.  3) Children whose parents drink alcohol only occasionally and moderately tend to use alcohol in a similar manner when they become adults.

HOW CAN UNDERAGE DRINKING AFFECT OTHER FAMILY MEMBERS?

An underage drinker can seriously affect family harmony.  Parents should be alert for behavior changes in other family members, especially children.  The alcohol user may threaten brothers and sisters if they discover what he or she is doing, or may attempt to convince them to try alcohol.  He or she may borrow or steal from family members to get alcohol.  As the alcohol user becomes more emotionally confused and distant, the emotions of other family members suffer.

HOW CAN FAMILIES HELP A CHILD ALCOHOL ABUSER?
The first step is to recognize and admit that the child has a problem with alcohol.  Denying the seriousness of the situation, or assuming that the problem will go away, may lead to further alcohol abuse.  The second step is to get professional help.  Contact a local drug and alcohol service or mental health center.  These agencies have staff trained to help the alcohol abuser and can put family members in touch with other services that may be needed.  Family counseling may help relieve anxieties felt by family members and uncover ways to help the underage drinker.
HOW CAN CHILDREN AVOID ALCOHOL?

It is nearly impossible for children to avoid alcohol.  America is a drinking society and alcohol is often a part of family rituals and social ceremonies.  Even though underage drinking is illegal, alcohol is usually easy to obtain and many adults condone its use by minors in certain situations.  However, there are many ways to help children avoid abusing alcohol.  Know the children’s friends.  Know where the child goes and in what activities he or she is involved.  Take an active interest in his or her interests and life.  Set a good example by limiting your own use of alcohol, drugs and pain relievers.  Discuss with the child how she or he may respond when tempted to use alcohol.  Explain the effects of alcohol on the mind and body.  Support drug and alcohol education programs in the schools and community.  The decision to use alcohol ultimately belongs to the child.  Be sure children know the facts about alcohol BEFORE they face the decision.
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STAGES OF ALCOHOL USE AND ABUSE

Most professionals see the progression from experimental alcohol use to chronic abuse as a process involving stages.  This progression can occur quickly or slowly, depending on the child’s emotional stability, availability of alcohol, peer pressure and other factors.  The following four stages are an overview of the typical progression from experimental alcohol use to chronic alcohol abuse.

STAGES                                   EFFECTS                                   REASONS

                                                    -  No apparent changes                   - Curiosity

                                                       in attitude, appearance                 - Desire to experience

                                                       or behavior                                      being drunk

EXPERIMENTAL                    - An episode of                              - Needs to take risks

                                                      unusual behavior

                                                    - Abuse unlikely to

                                                      occur

   - Subtle changes in                         - Peer pressure

                                                     attitudes, appearance                    - Peer interaction

                                                     and behavior                                   and competition

SOCIAL                                    - Sets limits on amount                  - Needs to be part
                                                     of alcohol used                                of the group

                                                   - Alcohol use is more

                                                     frequent

                                                  - Abuse may occur

  - Dramatic changes in                    - Feels emotional pain

                                                    attitude, appearance                     - Feels physical pain

                                                    and behavior                                - Is addicted

DEPENDENT                         - Apparent indifference                                       

                                                    to what others think

                                                 - Abuse is frequent
                                                 - Alcohol affects all                       - Feels constant pain

                                                   parts of life                                    that can be relieved

CHRONIC                             - Alcohol needed to feel                   only by alcohol
                                                  “normal”                                       - Is addicted
                                                - Abuse is constant
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EXPERIMENTAL STAGE
The initial stage of alcohol use is usually experimental.  The child is curious about the effects of alcohol and wants to experience being drunk.  Experimentation may occur once or several times, usually on weekends or during summer when there is more free time.  Alcohol abuse CAN occur at this stage.

SOCIAL STAGE

In the social stage, the most common reasons for using alcohol are peer pressure and acceptance.  If the child’s friends are drinking alcohol, it becomes the accepted way to be part of the group.  Social use most often occurs on weekends and, occasionally, during the week.  The child usually sets limits on her or his consumption.  Sometimes he or she goes beyond those limits.  Abuse of alcohol becomes more frequent in the social stage.

DEPENDENT STAGE

In the dependent stage, the child becomes preoccupied with the alcohol.  The child no longer uses alcohol for a temporary “high” from which he or she returns to a “normal” state.  The child feels emotionally guilty, knowing that alcohol has become the focus of her or his life.  Attitude, appearance and behavior change dramatically.  The social aspects of alcohol taper off.  The child abuses alcohol alone more often.

CHRONIC STAGE

In the chronic stage, the child feels constant emotional or physical pain that only alcohol lessens.  The child’s main thoughts are of getting and drinking more alcohol.  Effects of chronic abuse are most dramatic if the child has grown addicted to alcohol.  At this stage, the child requires long-term treatment to assist recovery.
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BEHAVIORAL EFFECTS OF ALCOHOL

The following list includes some of the typical behaviors of children who abuse alcohol.  In the experimental stage, children do not always exhibit these behavioral signs of alcohol use.  As the child uses alcohol more frequent, and use becomes abuse, one or more of the following behaviors may be observed.  Rapid or extreme changes are the most clear-cut signs.  For example, a child who has always been a good student fails a subject.

· Abnormal behavior

· Aggressive behavior

· Association with known alcohol users

· Borrowing money

· Changes in eating patterns

· Changes in sleeping patterns

· Crime

· Delinquency

· Difficulty thinking and concentrating

· Discipline problems

· Extreme mood swings

· Grandiose behavior

· Hostility

· Hyperactivity

· Impaired ability to work

· Inability to relate to people

· Lack of interest in personal appearance

· Lack of interest in physical activities

· Laziness

· Losses or gains of large sums of money

· Low level of frustration

· Poor school performance

· Reckless behavior

· Secretiveness about activities

· Secretiveness about friends

· Secretiveness about phone calls

· Selling personal possessions

· School absenteeism

· Social withdrawal

· Stealing money

· Temper tantrums

· Truancy

· Wearing sunglasses to hide eyes
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PHYSICAL EFFECTS OF ALCOHOL

The following list includes some of the typical physical effects of alcohol.  It is important to understand that not everybody experiences all of these physical effects.  Generally, the more severely a child abuses alcohol, the more severe the effects.  If the child appears to be experiencing the severe physical reactions, it is important to seek immediate medical attention.  Most hospital emergency rooms are equipped to help people having severe reactions to alcohol, and most medical personnel receive training to treat the physical effects of alcohol.

· Brain damage

· Cardiovascular damage

· Coma

· Convulsions

· Cramps

· Death

· Decreased blood pressure

· Decreased depth perception

· Decreased respiration

· Deterioration of the sex glands

· Dizziness

· Dulled senses

· Flushed appearance

· Intoxication

· Liver damage

· Loss of coordination

· Low body temperature

· Lowered resistance to infection

· Muscle twitching

· Nausea

· Pancreas damage

· Pinpoint pupils
· Reddening of the eyes

· Respiratory failure

· Restlessness

· Shakiness

· Slowed reflexes

· Slurred speech

· Stroke

· Sweating

· Unconsciousness

· Vomiting
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EFFECTS OF FAMILY EXPERIENCES
ON UNDERAGE DRINKING

The following is a list of factors in families that may increase the potential for a child to use alcohol.  Studies show that most children learn about alcohol in the family setting or begin using alcohol as a response to family experiences.  Children often copy the alcohol using behaviors of other family members.  They also may use alcohol as a way of handling family problems.

· Families with a history of alcoholism

· Families in which drunken behavior is accepted

· Families in which daily drinking is accepted

· Families where alcohol is readily available

· Families with a history of domestic violence

· Families with a history of deviant behaviors

· Families with a history of crime or delinquency

· Families with a history of psychological or emotional problems

· Families in which there is prolonged tension

· Families experiencing severe economic problems

· Families experiencing separation or divorce

· Families that lack affection

· Families with a history of depression

· Families where feelings are repressed

· Families in which children are abused or neglected

· Families that move frequently

· Families that overprotect their children

· Families who cultural or ethnic background encourages the use of alcohol

· Families that frequently have drinking parties

· Families that condone drinking to relieve pain or pressure

· Families that condone the use of drugs

· Families that consider drinking a “manly” activity

· Families with extreme attitudes toward alcohol

· Families in which there is heavy smoking

· Families that do not value education

· Families that watch television excessively

· Families in which the mother drank alcohol while pregnant

· Families headed by a single working parent
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HOW PARENTS CAN HELP PREVENT AND CONTROL
UNDERAGE DRINKING

Research shows that the majority of children surveyed admitted to experimenting with beer, wine or liquor.  Therefore, it may be difficult to prevent children from trying alcohol before they reach the legal drinking age.  However, it is possible to control underage drinking.  The following list contains ways parents can limit their children’s inclinations to engage in underage drinking.

· Find ways to help children develop and maintain a positive self-image.  Children who feel good about themselves are less likely to use alcohol as an escape from feelings of inadequacy.
· Teach and encourage children to communicate openly.  Children who can discuss their problems and concerns with parents are less likely to turn to alcohol for support.

· Know each child’s friends and their behaviors.  Children often use alcohol as a response to peer pressure.

· Allow children to help make personal and family decisions.  Children who learn how to make decisions and be responsible for them are better equipped to choose whether to drink alcohol.

· Teach children “healthy” ways to handle stress, rather than use alcohol as a way to ease hardship.

· Develop and maintain a stable home environment with healthy family relationships.

· Devote time and attention to each child so that he or she will feel like a “special” individual.

· Develop regular activities that involve all family members.

· Make certain children are properly supervised whenever adult family members are absent from home.

· Develop a report-in system whenever children are absent from home.

· Be aware of sudden or dramatic emotional or behavioral changes in children.

· Explain to children how alcohol can affect the mind and body.

· Make sure children understand the facts about alcohol before they face making a decision about drinking.

· Discuss with children how they may respond when tempted to try alcohol.  Help them discover ways to say “no.”

· Examine your own attitudes toward alcohol.

· Set a good example by limiting your own use of alcohol, drugs and pain relievers.

· Support drug and alcohol education programs in the school and community.
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  SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION ABOUT

ALCOHOL USE AND ABUSE

What follows is a list of agencies and services to contact about alcohol use and abuse.  The first list contains local agencies to contact for information about treatment programs.  These agencies and services also offer help to families of the alcohol user. The second list contains national agencies to contact for information about alcoholism.  

LOCAL AGENCIES

DRUG AND ALCOHOL AGENCY – Most communities have a drug and alcohol agency where trained professionals are available to help people with drug and alcohol problems.  

Telephone #

MENTAL HEALTH CENTER – Most communities have a counseling center where trained professionals are available to help people with emotional or behavioral problems, including alcohol abuse.  A staff drug and alcohol specialist can provide counseling.

Telephone #

CHILDREN AND YOUTH SERVICES – Most communities have a local agency that specializes in matters related to children, including alcohol abuse.  These professionals deliver services to children having social, emotional or behavioral problems.  They also can make referrals to other agencies and professionals that specialize in alcohol abuse.

Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

Adult Children of Alcoholics World Service Organization

www.adultchildren.org
Alateen

www.al-anon.alateen.org
Alcoholics Anonymous World Services

www.alcoholics-anonymous.org
National Association for Children of Alcoholics

www.nacoa.org
Smart Recovery

www.smartrecovery.org
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