
 
 

MODULE 11:           YOUNG PEOPLE AND ALCOHOL 
 
Summary:  
 

 
• It is generally accepted that young people are at increased risk from certain drinking behaviors. In 

general, young males are more likely to drink and do so in a risky fashion than females. 
• There is considerable debate around how young people learn to drink and what influences their 

drinking patterns, but parents play an important role. 
• Culture is a determining factor in setting norms and expectancies around drinking and in 

influencing whether, how, and how much young people drink. 
• Although most countries set minimum drinking and purchase ages, there is no universal 

agreement on the age at which alcohol intake becomes appropriate.  
• Prevention and intervention measures range from limiting young people’s access to alcohol 

through legal, economic, and social structures to educating them about its risks and reducing the 
potential for harm. 

• For EXAMPLES OF TARGETED INTERVENTIONS, see the Blue Book index page of www.icap.org. 
 
 
Drinking among young people is an issue of public health and policy concern in countries around 
the world. Not all young people drink and, among those who do, not all do so in a harmful way. 
However, certain drinking patterns and general risk-taking behavior among youths may place 
them at considerable risk for harm. Efforts to ensure that this risk is minimized are a key 
objective of prevention approaches aimed at this population group.  
 
Defining “young people” 
  
When it comes to the consumption of beverage alcohol, there is currently no consensus regarding 
the age threshold at which an individual ceases to be a “young person” and becomes an adult. A 
World Health Organization (WHO) Study Group has defined a young person as someone 
between the ages of 10 and 24 years (World Health Organization, 1986, pp. 11-12). For the 
purposes of alcohol consumption, a number of countries have a legally mandated threshold 
around drinking, which may or may not coincide with the age of majority for other activities 
(International Center for Alcohol Policies, 1998/2002; World Health Organization, 2004; see also  
MODULE 12: Legal Age Limits). 1
 
In developing policy and prevention approaches, it is important to differentiate between young 
people who are above the legal drinking age and those below it. The legal implications of 
drinking are different for the two groups, as well as for those who sell and serve them alcohol. 
 
Social considerations 
 
Internationally, experiences with alcohol are relatively common among young people. Drinking 
before adulthood, however, is generally discouraged in most countries, although young people 
                                                 
1 A regularly updated table listing minimum drinking and purchasing age laws from various countries 
around the world is available from the “Policy Issues: Young People” section of the ICAP Web site: 
http://www.icap.org/PolicyIssues/YoungPeoplesDrinking/AgeLawsTable/tabid/219/Default.aspx.   
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may be introduced to alcohol at an earlier age in some societies, typically within the family and in 
the context of meals or celebrations. Such integrative and relatively permissive approach to 
drinking is commonly found in cultures with a “Mediterranean” drinking style (e.g., Araoz, 2004; 
Heath, 1995, 2000).   
 
In general, studies have shown that young males are more likely to drink and do so in higher 
quantities than young females. However, recent data suggest that in some countries the gender 
gap among young people is narrowing, with girls and young women “catching up” with their 
male peers (Hibell et al., 2000, 2004; Higuchi, Suzuki, Matsushita, & Osaki, 2004; McPherson, 
Casswell, & Pledger, 2004; Office for National Statistics, 2004; M. A. Plant, 2004; M. L. Plant, 
1997; M. L. Plant & M. A. Plant, 2001; M. L. Plant, M. A. Plant, & Mason, 2002; Wilsnack & 
Wilsnack, 1997). These findings include not only the quantity of alcohol consumption but also 
frequency and drinking patterns. 
 
Comparative studies across countries suggest that overall drinking culture is an important 
determinant of how young people drink. Within Mediterranean cultures, for example, young 
people are more likely to drink and drink more often than their counterparts in other regions 
(Currie et al., 2004; Hibell et al., 2000, 2004; Norström, 2002). At the same time, they are also 
less likely to engage in excessive and extreme drinking patterns, to get drunk, or to display 
otherwise problematic drinking behaviors. By contrast, their counterparts in Scandinavia are more 
likely to drink in a problematic and risky way. These results, coupled with other findings (Araoz, 
2004; Choquet, 2004; Heath, 2000), suggest that culture plays a prominent role in setting norms 
and expectancies around drinking, including young people’s drinking.   
 
In addition to culture, other key factors help shape young people’s attitudes toward alcohol 
consumption. For example:  
 
• Parental influence and drinking habits play a strong role in shaping drinking behavior in 

young people (e.g., Donovan et al., 2004; Hellandsjo Bu, Watten, Foxcroft, Ingebrigtsen, & 
Relling, 2002; Milgram, 2001; Wood, Read, Mitchell, & Brand, 2004). 

 
• Family structure can be a protective or a risk factor in the development of drinking patterns. 

Young people who have a close relationship with their parents and are surrounded by strong 
family support are less likely to experience problems than those whose families are not intact 
or who lack adult support and supervision (Bjarnason et al., 2003; Hellandsjo Bu et al., 2002; 
Milgram, 2001; Sanchez-Sosa & Poldrugo, 2001; Turrisi, Wiersma, & Hughes, 2000; 
Vakalahi, 2001; Wood et al., 2004). 

 
• Peers and friends also play an important role in young people’s decisions on whether and 

how to drink (Andrews, Tildesley, Hops, & Li, 2002; Arata, Stafford, & Tims, 2003; Borsari 
& Carey, 2001; Geckova & van Dijk, 2001; Hellandsjo Bu et al., 2002; Milgram, 2001; 
Miller & M. A. Plant, 2003; Wood et al., 2004).  

 
• Religiosity and active religious involvement appear to have a protective effect on young 

people’s drinking (Borynski, 2003; Kerestes, Youniss, & Metz, 2004; Mason & Windle, 
2002). 

 
• In general, young people involved in extracurricular activities are less likely to have 

problems with alcohol (Eccles & Barber, 1999), although some evidence exists that youths 
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participating in sports may be more prone to risky drinking practices (Leichliter, Meilman, 
Presley, & Cashin, 1998; Nelson & Wechsler, 2001).  

 
Drinking during adolescence may be a predictor of future alcohol abuse and other risky behaviors 
(Grant & Dawson, 1997; Grant, Stinson, & Harford, 2001; Gruber, DiClemente, Anderson, & 
Lodico, 1996; Hawkins et al., 1997). However, there is a debate as to whether beginning to drink 
at an earlier age itself increases the likelihood of harmful tendencies in adulthood (e.g., Hawkins 
et al., 1997; McGue, Iacono, Legrand, Malone, & Elkins, 2001; Prescott & Kendler, 1999). It 
may be that early drinking is not the cause but an indicator of other problems and may be coupled 
with a number of factors and behaviors, such as family troubles or mental illness (McGue et al., 
2001; Prescott & Kendler, 1999). 
 
While alcohol consumption among young people is an area of concern for a variety of social and 
health reasons, there is also evidence that the majority of youths grow out of their harmful and 
reckless drinking patterns over time (Chassin, Pitts, & Prost, 2002; Johnston, O'Malley, 
Bachman, & Schulenberg, 2004; O'Neill, Parra, & Sher, 2001; Schulenberg, O'Malley, Bachman, 
Wadsworth, & Johnston, 1996). In general, as responsibilities associated with employment, 
marriage, and children take on a larger role, drinking tends to decrease, as do problems in most 
people (Bachman, Safron, Sy, & Schulenberg, 2003; Bachman, Wadsworth, O'Malley, Johnston, 
& Schulenberg, 1997; O'Malley, Bachman, Johnston, & Schulenberg, 2004). 
 
Much attention has been given to research on heavy episodic (or “binge”) and related drinking 
patterns among young people. These behaviors have been studied particularly well among student 
populations (e.g., Hibell et al., 2000, 2004; Johnston et al., 2004; Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration, 2004; Wechsler et al., 2002). Social consequences of such 
consumption include negative effects on studies and academic achievement, family conflict, and 
risky sexual behavior (see MODULE 6: Binge Drinking; see also Brown & Tapert, 2004; 
Grunbaum et al., 2002; Hingson & Kenkel, 2004; Jennison, 2004; Perkins, 2002). 
 
Health considerations  
 
As for adults, heavy and abusive drinking patterns by young people are related to a number of 
negative health outcomes (e.g., Brown & Tapert, 2004; Jennison, 2004). In comparison to adults, 
however, youths have a greater sensitivity to the effects of alcohol due to developmental changes 
that occur during childhood and adolescence, potentially resulting in greater risk of physiological 
damage (e.g., Brown & Tapert, 2004; Spear, 2004).  
 
Several areas have been identified where risk for harm may be increased for young people. The 
developing brain appears to be more sensitive to disruption by chronic drinking than the mature 
adult brain (Spear, 2004). As a result, heavy consumption during adolescence may affect the 
development of certain brain regions (Brown, Tapert, Granholm, & Delis, 2000; Tapert et al., 
2001), including the hippocampus, involved in learning and memory (De Bellis et al., 2000). In 
addition, animal and human studies suggest that early heavy alcohol use may have a number of 
deleterious effects on bone (Klein, 1997; Sampson, Gallager, Lange, Chondra, & Hogan, 1999), 
growth and endocrine development (Dees, Dissen, Hiney, Lara, & Ojeda, 2000; Frias, Rodriguez, 
Torres, Ruiz, & Ortega, 2000).  
 
In addition, alcohol abuse and harmful drinking patterns among young people are correlated with 
injuries, for example as a result of acute intoxication, traffic crashes, or assault (Hingson, Heeren, 
Winter, & Wechsler, 2005; Smith, Branas, & Miller, 1999; Turner & Shu, 2004). Alcohol-
impaired driving among youths accounts for a large proportion of those hurt or killed in road 
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traffic crashes (see MODULE 15: Drinking and Driving; Hingson, Heeren, Zakocs, Kopstein, & 
Wechsler, 2002; National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, 2004). In addition, for some 
young people, risky sexual behavior may accompany drinking: unwanted pregnancy, sexually 
transmitted diseases, and sexual assault and date rape have all been reported for this population 
(Grunbaum et al., 2002; Harrington & Leitenberg, 1994; Mohler-Kuo, Dowdall, Koss, & 
Wechsler, 2004). 
 
Another area for concern is prenatal exposure to high levels of alcohol due to maternal drinking 
patterns. Such exposure has been associated with a range of developmental problems in children 
and adolescents that may persist into adulthood. These include fetal alcohol syndrome (FAS) and 
other conditions (see MODULE 10: Drinking and Pregnancy; Florey, 1992; Institute of 
Medicine, 1996; M. L. Plant, Abel, & Guerri, 1999; Werler, Lammer, Rosenberg, & Mitchell, 
1991). 
 
A number of risk factors for alcohol abuse among young people may be identified. Genetic 
predisposition may play a role in the development of alcohol dependence (e.g., Begleiter & 
Porjesz, 1999; Schuckit, 1999) and in relative insensitivity to the effects of alcohol (Heath et al., 
1999; Schuckit, 1994). Alcohol problems in some youths may be related to heavy maternal 
drinking during pregnancy (Baer, Sampson, Barr, Connor, & Streissguth, 2003; Yates, Cadoret, 
Troughton, Stewart, & Giunta, 1998). Various other stressors and environmental factors, like 
living with a parent who is an alcohol abuser (Chassin, Curran, Hussong, & Colder, 1996) or 
heavy drinking within the immediate peer group (Arata et al., 2003; Borsari & Carey, 2001; 
Kypri & Langley, 2003; Wood et al., 2004), may also contribute to alcohol problems in young 
people. However, youths are generally responsive to treatment and intervention and targeted 
approaches have been developed to specifically meet their needs (see MODULE 17: Alcohol 
Dependence and Treatment and MODULE 18: Early Identification and Brief Intervention). 
 
Policy considerations 
 
A variety of measures has been implemented around the world to limit drinking among young 
people. Yet how best to reduce risks among this population remains, at best, uncertain. No single 
strategy has been shown to be successful in all settings, and combined initiatives targeting 
particular behaviors or aspects of drinking may be a more useful approach. 
 
Prevention and intervention measures range from limiting young people’s access to alcohol (e.g., 
through minimum drinking age laws) to educating them about drinking patterns, outcomes, and 
coping skills. Approaches also differ with regard to the desired end goal—from, in some cases, 
complete abstinence to encouraging responsible consumption and minimizing risk (for review, 
see International Center for Alcohol Policies, 2004). Both approaches have strengths and 
weaknesses, but recent years have seen a gradual shift in alcohol policy from measures that 
address entire populations to those that target specific drinking behaviors and minimize harm for 
groups at risk.  
 
Minimum drinking age 
 
Many countries where alcohol consumption is legal mandate a threshold age at which buying or 
drinking alcohol becomes permitted (International Center for Alcohol Policies, 2002/1998; World 
Health Organization, 2004). There is no universal agreement, however, on the exact age when 
alcohol consumption is considered appropriate. Legislation tends to reflect the prevailing cultural 
attitudes toward alcohol and drinking by young people. As a policy measure, the implementation 
of a minimum drinking age is only effective if it is enforced and if other measures, such as 
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education, accompany it (see MODULE 12: Legal Age Limits and MODULE 15: Drinking and 
Driving). 
 
Alcohol education 
 
Further controversy surrounds explanations of how young people learn to drink and what 
influences their drinking (Houghton & Roche, 2001). A variety of factors may contribute to an 
adolescent’s first contact with alcohol and to the development of a subsequent drinking pattern: 
family, peers, cultural and religious norms, media, and government policies. Strong evidence 
points to family and peers as the primary forces in the early formation of drinking behavior (e.g., 
Milgram, 2001; Sanchez-Sosa & Poldrugo, 2001), but there is considerable debate around the 
effect of advertising on perception and behavior of children and youths (Grube, 2004). 
 
There is evidence that alcohol education can raise awareness among young people and, in some 
cases, change their behavior around drinking (International Center for Alcohol Policies, 2004). 
Several approaches have shown particular promise. The social norms approach relies on changing 
perceptions among young people about how much their peers actually do—and do not—drink 
(see MODULE 3: Social Norms Marketing; see also Mattern & Neighbors, 2004; Perkins, 2003; 
Perkins & Craig, 2002). Integrative education that also includes family and the community has 
been found to be particularly effective (Ashery, Robertson, & Kumpfer, 1998; Foxcroft, Ireland, 
Lister-Sharp, Lowe, & Breen, 2003; Holder et al., 2000; Kumpfer, Alvarado, & Whiteside, 2003; 
Spoth, Redmond, & Lepper, 1999; Wagenaar, Murray, & Toomey, 2000). There is also evidence 
that life skills, when incorporated into a general approach to teaching about health and lifestyle 
issues, can be useful in changing behavior (see MODULE 2: Life Skills; Botvin, Baker, 
Dusenbury, Botvin, & Diaz, 1995; Botvin, Griffin, Paul, & Macaulay, 2003; International Center 
for Alcohol Policies, 2000, 2004). 
 
Marketing and advertising 
 
The relationship between beverage alcohol marketing and young people’s drinking is the focus of 
considerable attention in research, prevention, and policy (Babor et al., 2003; Grube, 2004; 
International Center for Alcohol Policies, 2002). While there is strong evidence that advertising 
and marketing are effective in changing brand choices, there is little evidence that they increase 
consumption (Calfee & Scheraga, 1994; Fisher, 1993; Nelson, 1997, 2001; Saffer, 2002). The 
influence of media on attitudes and lifestyle choices among young people is still under 
considerable debate, although family and peers remain the most influential factors in a young 
person’s life (Houghton & Roche, 2001). 
 
Most producers of beverage alcohol and related organizations, such as trade associations, have 
strict rules of conduct around marketing. Internal company guidelines and industry-wide codes 
exist in which special attention is paid to young people and safeguards around them (see Grant & 
O'Connor, 2005; International Center for Alcohol Policies, 2001, 2002).   
 
Other considerations 
 
Other targeted interventions have been developed to ensure that risk for harm is minimized for 
young people who drink. Drink-drive laws in a number of countries set a more stringent standard 
for permissible blood alcohol content (BAC) for individuals under the legal drinking age (see 
MODULE 16: Blood Alcohol Concentration Limits). Similarly, in some countries young people 
are issued graduated drivers’ licenses that may restrict the hours during which they are permitted 
to drive (see MODULE 15: Drinking and Driving).    
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In some jurisdictions, proof of age cards or other identification is required and determines 
whether individuals below the legal drinking age are permitted in certain establishments or can be 
served beverage alcohol (see MODULE 12: Legal Age Limits). 
 
Where beverage alcohol is served or sold, training staff to deal with young people can also help 
reduce the risk for harm. Severs and retailers may be trained to request age identification, and 
such IDs may also be mandated by law (see MODULE 4: Responsible Hospitality). Servers can 
be trained to deal with patrons under the legal drinking age who are refused service or access.  
 
As with other measures aimed at minimizing harm through the imposition of legislated means, 
the effectiveness of these approaches hinges heavily upon enforcement. 
 
Conclusions 
 
Most young people have some experience with alcohol before reaching adulthood and before they 
are legally able to drink. The cultural acceptability of drinking plays a role in setting legally 
mandated drinking ages in different countries. It also influences attitudes around drinking and 
how young people are introduced to alcohol. There is an imperative to ensure that the laws in a 
given country are observed and that young people are kept out of harm’s way. 
 
Among young people who drink, those who abuse alcohol face considerable risks for health, 
injury, and social problems. Developmental changes during childhood and adolescence may make 
young people more susceptible to harm—particularly neurological harm—from alcohol abuse.  
Dangerous patterns of drinking and risk-taking behaviors place many young people at heightened 
risk, including from drinking and driving. 
 
A variety of legal, economic, and social measures aimed at preventing underage drinking and at 
reducing risks are undertaken around the globe. Family, peers, media, government regulation, and 
culture blend together in creating the environment in which the young begin drinking. Much 
progress has been made in understanding the mechanisms shaping young people’s consumption. 
Much more, however, remains to be learned in order to enhance the effectiveness of prevention 
and intervention programs for this group.   
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POLICY OPTIONS: Young People and Alcohol 
 
In developing policies and approaches, consideration of a number of key elements is required. While 
some may be necessary at a minimum and under most conditions, others may not be appropriate in 
all cases, or may be difficult to implement. The list below offers a menu of areas that need to be 
addressed, based on effective approaches that have been implemented elsewhere. Specific examples 
are provided in the EXAMPLES OF TARGETED INTERVENTIONS section of the ICAP Blue Book. 
 
Policies 
Clear definition of legal threshold for drinking and purchase of beverage alcohol. 
• Consideration of local drinking culture and realistic limits. 
• Harmonization of drinking/purchase age with other legal age limits (e.g., age of legal majority, 

driving age). 
 
Marketing and advertising standards regarding young people. 
• Ensure that commercial communications do not target those under the legal age. 
• Voluntary codes and self-regulation by industry to ensure compliance. 
• Mandated compliance where self-regulation is not effective. 
 
Continued and visible enforcement of rules around drinking age. 
• Ensure awareness of punitive measures for non-compliance. 
 
Education and prevention 
Provision of accurate and balanced information for young people and drinking, including both 
health and social implications. Culturally appropriate prevention and education. 
 
Education of young people about drinking patterns and outcomes. 
• Availability of various approaches including social norms, life skills, and others, as appropriate. 
• Involve families, peers, educators, and others in broader initiatives. 
• Implement combined approaches. 
 
Education of servers and retailers. 
• Ensure awareness of legal age limits and penalties. 
• Provide server training to manage underage individuals in establishments and venues. 
 
Education of professionals dealing with young people. 
• Medical professionals trained to provide age-appropriate treatment or counseling around 

drinking. 
• Training of educators to address drinking, including within school curricula on health. 
• Ensure that social workers and others are skilled to recognize problematic drinking patterns.  
 
Education of parents to discuss and address drinking among young people. 
• Ensure support for parents, including specific relevant materials and resources. 
 
Intervention and treatment  
Access to treatment for young people with alcohol abuse problems or dependence. 
• Availability of appropriate screening instruments and intervention approaches. 
• Tailored treatment to address specific needs of young people.  
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