Parents can prevent underage drinking 

On March 15, 2011 the Today Show aired a segment about whether parents should let their teenagers drink at home.  This is a common discussion among parents who often wonder if letting their teens drink under their supervision will lead them to drink more “responsibly” when they are not with them.  The “experts” in the segment (one was from Seventeen magazine) unfortunately perpetuated several common myths about the prevalence of underage drinking and how to effectively protect young people from having problems with alcohol.  The experts also failed to mention the harmful effects of alcohol on the developing adolescent brain.  Below is accurate information for parents and other caring adults who are interested in helping young people avoid problems from alcohol.  


European Drinking Myth
It is often stated that European families teach their children how to drink by allowing them to have wine with dinner.  People often say that European countries don't have problems with youth drinking because of this type of parenting.  This is a myth!  Nearly every European country sees higher rates of drinking by their teenagers and at earlier ages than we see in the U.S.  Most European countries also see higher rates of risky forms of drinking (binge drinking or to intoxication) by their teens than what we see in the U.S. The majority of these countries with higher rates have either no legal drinking age law or have a lower legal drinking age then the U.S. (http://www.udetc.org/documents/CompareDrinkRate.pdf). 

Most Teenagers Do Not Drink
During the Today Show, one of the guests stated that “kids are going to drink, no matter what”.  This is another myth.  Contrary to what many believe, most teenagers do not drink alcohol.  In Iowa, 63% of high school juniors do not drink alcohol at all and 73% do not engage in binge drinking (Iowa Youth Survey).  National data shows that 59% of high school seniors do not drink at all and 73% have not been drunk (Monitoring the Future Survey).  Youth alcohol use rates in the U.S. have been consistently declining over many years; reaching historic lows. These declining rates are further proof that it is inaccurate to say that youth will drink no matter what.  As our knowledge about effective prevention has become more informed by research, we have better information about what works and what doesn’t when it comes to preventing youth drinking.  The declining rates show that prevention works.          

Parents Can Prevent Underage Drinking
Parents are the #1 influence on adolescents and there are proven strategies parents can use to prevent their teenagers from drinking.

1. Talk to your children early and often about alcohol and discuss your family's rules about underage drinking.  Set clear and specific expectations that they not drink alcohol and explain the risks to them. The “forbidden fruit” theory is a myth.  There is a growing body of research showing that youth are less likely to drink when alcohol is less available and when there are clearly communicated and enforced rules stating they should not drink alcohol (http://www.surgeongeneral.gov/topics/underagedrinking/ ). 
2.  Be involved.  Research indicates that children are less likely to drink when their parents are involved in their lives and when they and their parents report feeling close to each other 

3. Monitor your children.  Know where they are going and with whom.  Network with other parents, especially the parents of your child's friends.  Don’t fall prey to the line “but Mom, everyone is doing it!”  Despite this strongly held belief, most teens aren’t drinking. 

4. Set consequences and follow through on them. 

5.  Set a good example for how to use alcohol moderately or by not drinking at all.  
For more additional information please visit:

Stop Underage Drinking: A Portal of Federal Resource:  www.stopalcoholabuse.gov 
MECCA Services: www.meccaservices.com
