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 TODAY, NEARLY 10.8 MILLION YOUTH, AGES 

12-20, ARE UNDERAGE DRINKERS 

Drinking alcohol can harm the growing body and brain. That’s why it’s important for young people to grow up 

alcohol-free. And it takes every adult in the community to help young people 

choose not to drink alcohol. It takes you.   

 

What Is Underage Drinking?  

When anyone under age 21 drinks alcohol, we call it underage drinking. And 

underage drinking is against the law.  Underage drinking is also dangerous. It 

can harm the mind and body of a growing teen in ways many people don’t real-

ize. Yet, children and teens still drink, even though it can harm them. Underage 

drinking is a serious problem, with roots deep in our culture. It is time to change that picture. It’s time to take 

action. It’s time to stop looking the other way. It’s time to tell children and teens that underage drinking is not 

okay. It will take a lot of work over time to change how people think about underage drinking. It’s a long-term 

project for parents, schools, local groups, community leaders, and other concerned adults.  It’s a project that 

should start when children are young and continue through the teen years. 

The Facts  

As they grow older, the chance that young people will use alcohol grows.  

Approximately 10% of 12-year-olds say they have used alcohol at least once.  

By age 13 that number doubles and by age 15, approximately 50% have had  

at least one drink. 

Alcohol dependence is a term doctors use when people have trouble controlling their drinking, and 

when their consumption of, or preoccupation with, alcohol occurs to the extent that it interferes with normal per-

sonal, family, social, or work life. Alcohol dependence rates are highest among young people between 18 & 20. 

 

 

     The greatest influence on young people’s decisions to begin drinking is the 

world they live in, which includes their families, friends, schools, the larger community, and society  

as a whole. 

      Alcohol  use by young people often is made possible by adults. After all, 

teens can’t legally get alcohol on their own. 

ñMore teens 

drink than  

smoke or 

use drugsò 

 Teens say that they rely 
on adults in their lives 

more than anyone else to 
help them make tough de-
cisions and to provide 

good advice.  
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Why Teens May 

Choose  

to Drink  
 

Many things affect a young per-

son’s decisions about drinking— 

The different “worlds” in which 

teens live, including family, 

friends, school, and          

community 

A greater desire to take risks  

Less connection to parents 

and more independence 

More time spent with friends 

and by themselves 

Increased stress 

Itôs time to change how we all think, talk, and 
act when it comes to underage drinking. We 
need to stop accepting it and start discourag-
ing it.  Itôs time to help teens understand that 

it is not okay for them to drink alcohol.   

 

Most 6 year -olds know that alco-
hol is only for adults.  Between 
ages 9 & 13, youth begin to think 
that alcohol use is okay.  Thatôs 
why it is never too early to start 
talking with young people about 

the dangers of drinking.  

Teens with behavior or family 
problems are at higher risk for 
alcohol use. And if anyone in 
the family has a drinking prob-
lem, it can affect the entire fam-
ily. It also may affect a teenôs 

choices of drinking.  

There is a Role 

for Everyone.  
 

Everyone can work together to 

create a community where young 

people can grow up and feel good 

about themselves without drinking. 

Everyone in the community 

should deliver the message that 

underage drinking is not okay. The 

message should be the same 

whether youth hear it in school, at 

home, in places of worship, on the 

sports field, in youth programs, or in 

other places where young people 

gather. 

Young people can learn about the 

dangers of alcohol use. They can 

change how they and others think 

about drinking. 

Families can help prevent under-

age drinking by staying involved in 

their children’s lives.  It is important 

for families to pay attention to what’s 

happening with their teens. 

Teens & Alcohol  

By the Numbers  
 

Alcohol is the number one abused substance by teenag-

ers in the United States. It's prevalence in this age group 

is quite staggering. According to the National Center on 

Addiction and Substance Abuse - Columbia University, 

"underage drinkers account for 11.4% of all the alcohol 

consumed in the United States." Some studies done by 

NIAAA (National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcohol-

ism) have shown the following  

Prevalence in 8th graders:   

51.7% have tried alcohol  

43.1% have had an alcoholic drink in the past year  

25.1% have been drunk  

15.2% have had 1 or more binge drinking episodes 

Prevalence in 10th graders:   

70.6% have tried alcohol 

63.7% have had an alcoholic drink in the past year  

48.9% have been drunk  

25.6% have had 1 or more binge drinking episodes  

1.9% have been daily drinking for at least 1 month at 

some point in their lives 

Prevalence in 12th graders:   

80% have tried alcohol  

73.8% have had an alcoholic drink in the past year  

62.3% have been drunk  

30.8% binge drank in the past 2 weeks  

 

 

 

Talk about family expectations and rules about alcohol use 

Talk and frequently express how you feel about underage drinking (do not lecture) 

Talk about personal, family, social, or religious values that give your teen reasons not to drink 

Talk and help your teens understand that drinking and driving or riding with someone who has been drinking will not be tolerated 

Be a role model. If you drink, do so responsibly. Never drink and drive! Do not use alcohol as a way to cope with stress, depression, or 

anger. Alcohol can only make problems worse in the long run 

 


