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You are the most 

powerful influence. 

Research shows that 

parents are the No. 1 

reason young people 

decide not to drink. So, 

start talking to your 

children about alcohol as 

early as 9 years old. 
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     Talking To Kids About Alcohol; 

            5 Conversation Goals 

1. Show you disapprove of underage drinking. 

More than 80% of young people ages 10-18 say their parents are the leading 

influence on their decision to drink or not drink. So they really are listening, and it’s 

important that you send a clear and strong message. 

 

2. Show you care about your child’s happiness and well-being. 

Young people are more likely to listen when they know you’re on their side. Try to 

reinforce why you don’t want your child to drink—not just because you say so, but 

because you want your child to be happy and safe. The conversation will go a lot 

better if you’re working with, and not against, your child. 

 

3. Show you’re a good source of information about alcohol. 

You want your child to be making informed decisions about drinking, with reliable 

information about its dangers. You don’t want your child to be learning about alcohol 

from friends, the internet, or the media—you want to establish yourself as a 

trustworthy source of information. 

 

4. Show you’re paying attention and you’ll notice if your child drinks. 

You want to show you’re keeping an eye on your child, because young people are 

more likely to drink if they think no one will notice. There are many subtle ways to do 

this without prying. 

 

5. Build your child’s skills and strategies for avoiding underage drinking. 

Even if your child doesn’t want to drink, peer pressure is a powerful thing. It could be 

tempting to drink just to avoid looking uncool. To prepare your child to resist peer 

pressure, you’ll need to build skills and practice them. 

 

Keep it low-key. Don’t worry, you don’t have to get everything across in one talk. 

Many small talks are better. 

Answering Your Child's Tough Questions About Alcohol 

Some questions about alcohol can be hard to answer, so it’s important to be 

prepared. The following are common questions and answers about underage 

drinking. 
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“I got invited to a party. Can I go?” 

Ask your child if an adult will be present at the party or if he or she thinks children 

will be drinking. Remind your child that even being at a party where there is 

underage drinking can get him or her into trouble. Use this time to establish or 

reinforce your rules about alcohol and outline the behavior you expect. 

 

“Did you drink when you were a kid?” 

Don’t let your past stop you from talking to your child about underage drinking. If 

you drank as a teenager, be honest. Acknowledge that it was risky. Make sure to 

emphasize that we now know even more about the risks to children who drink 

underage. You could even give your child an example of a painful moment that 

occurred because of your underage drinking. 

 

“Why do you drink?” 

Make a distinction between alcohol use among children and among adults. Explain to 

your child your reasons for drinking: whether it is to enhance a meal, share good 

times with friends, or celebrate a special occasion. Point out that if you choose to 

drink, it is always in moderation. Tell your child that some people should not drink at 

all, including underage children. 

 

“What if my friends ask me to drink?” 

Helping your child say “no” to peer pressure is one of the most important things you 

can do to keep him or her alcohol-free. Work with your child to think of a way to 

handle this situation, whether it is simply saying, “No, I don’t drink,” or saying, “I 

promised my mom (or dad) that I wouldn’t drink.” 

 

“You drink alcohol, so why can’t I?” 

Remind your child that underage drinking is against the law, and for good reason. 

Point out that adults are fully developed mentally and physically so they can handle 

drinking. Children’s minds and bodies, however, are still growing, so alcohol can have 

a greater effect on their judgment and health. 

 

“Why is alcohol bad for me?” 
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Don’t try to scare your child about drinking or tell him or her, “You can’t handle it.” 

Instead, tell your child that alcohol can be bad for his or her growing brain, interferes 

with judgment, and can make him or her sick. Once children hear the facts and your 

opinions about them, it is easier for you to make rules and enforce them. 

 

General Tips 

Be a good role model. Consider how your use of alcohol or medications may 

influence your kids. Consider offering only nonalcoholic beverages at parties and 

other social events to show your kids that you don't need to drink to have fun. 

Educate yourself about alcohol so you can be a better teacher. Read and collect 

information that you can share with kids and other parents. 

Try to be conscious of how you can help build your child's self-esteem. For example, 

kids are more likely to feel good about themselves if you emphasize their strengths 

and positively reinforce healthy behaviors. 

Teach kids to manage stress in healthy ways, such as by seeking help from a trusted 

adult or engaging in a favorite activity. 

It is important to keep communication open and expectations reasonable. Tying 

responsible actions to freedoms such as a later curfew or a driver's license can be a 

powerful motivator. Teach your kids that freedom only comes with responsibility — a 

lesson that should last a lifetime. 

 

 

Family Agreement 

Form: Avoiding Alcohol 

 

“BE THE INFLUENCE” Family Agreement Form 

 

The Agreement states:   

Parenting tops peer pressure! 
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As your mom/dad/caregiver, I pledge to do my part in helping to keep 

you alcohol free.  I promise to talk to you about the dangers and harmful 

effects of underage drinking. I pledge to create an alcohol-free 

environment that is fun and safe for you and your friends. I also pledge 

to pick you up at any time or place if you find yourself in any 

uncomfortable situation where underage drinking is involved.  By signing 

this pledge, I agree that I will engage in constructive conversations with 

you about the dangers of underage drinking. 

 

Sign:          Date: 

 

As your son/daughter, I understand that I alcohol can harm my body and 

my mind and make me say and do things I might regret. I pledge to 

avoid situations where my friends and peers are drinking underage, and, I 

promise to call or text you friends to help remove me from those 

situations, if they arise. By signing this pledge, I agree that I will not 

engage in underage drinking.  

 

Sign:          Date: 

 

 

Help for Talking About Alcohol 

Tips for Talking to Your Kids About Underage Drinking 

Start Early 



7 
 

The chance your child will use alcohol gets higher as he or she gets older. 

About 10 percent of 12-year-olds say they have tried alcohol. By age 15, that number 

jumps to 50 percent. The sooner you talk to your children about alcohol, the greater 

chance you have of influencing their decision not to drink. 

 

Some kids may try alcohol as early as 9 years old. 

Most 6-year-olds know that alcohol is only for adults. Between the ages of 9 and 13, 

kids start to view alcohol differently. Many begin to think drinking is OK. Some even 

start to experiment. It is never too early to talk to your child about alcohol. 

 

What You Can Do 

 Be a positive adult role model. 

 Be aware of risk factors. 

 Support your kids and give them space to grow. 

 Be prepared. Your child may become curious about alcohol; he or she may turn to 

you for answers and advice. 

 Use “natural” opportunities, such as dinner time or while doing chores, to start 

open, honest conversations about drinking. 

 Work with schools, communities, and civic leaders to protect children from 

underage alcohol use. 

Serious Consequences 

Over the last few decades, experts have learned much more about the dangers of kids 

drinking alcohol. Underage drinking has many serious risks. 

Kids who drink alcohol are more likely to: 

 Use drugs; 

 Get bad grades; 

 Hurt themselves or someone else; 

 Have unwanted or unprotected sex; 

 Make bad decisions; and 

 Have health problems. 

Say Something 

What you say to your child about alcohol is up to you. But remember, parents who do 

not discourage underage drinking may have an indirect influence on their children’s 

alcohol use. 
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How To Tell If Your Child Is Drinking Alcohol 

Learn how to tell if your child is drinking alcohol. 

Warning Signs 

Although the following signs may indicate a problem with alcohol or other drugs, some also 

reflect normal growing pains. Experts believe that a drinking problem is more likely if 

you notice several of these signs at the same time, if they occur suddenly, or if some 

of them are extreme in nature. 

 Mood changes: flare-ups of temper, irritability, and defensiveness. 

 School problems: poor attendance, low grades, and/or recent disciplinary action. 

 Rebellion against family rules. 

 Friend changes: switching friends and a reluctance to let you get to know the new 

friends. 

 A “nothing matters” attitude: sloppy appearance, a lack of involvement in former 

interests, and general low energy. 

 Alcohol presence: finding it in your child’s room or backpack or smelling alcohol 

on his or her breath. 

 Physical or mental problems: memory lapses, poor concentration, bloodshot eyes, 

lack of coordination, or slurred speech. 

 

 

Finding Help 1 

Do Not Play the Blame Game 

It is hard for most parents to believe that their child might be caught up in underage 

alcohol use and in need of professional help. Do not feel bad if you did not see the 

warning signs until your child was in trouble or until someone told you about the 

problem. When most parents find out about their child’s underage drinking, they feel 

shocked and stunned and wonder where they went wrong. 

In getting help for a child who drinks, the first thing to do is to try not to blame 

yourself or your child. The important thing is to act now to find the best available 

services to help your child stop using alcohol and begin building an alcohol-free 

future. 

 

Bonding – Boundaries - Monitoring 
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Talk With People You Know 

If you are seeking treatment for a child’s mental health or substance abuse problem, 

you can start by talking with people you know such as family members, friends, 

schoolteachers, counselors, clergy, and your doctor. Your health insurance company 

can give you a list of mental health and substance abuse providers. If your employer 

has an employee assistance program, you can get a referral there. Your child’s school 

may suggest a good substance abuse treatment program. If not, the school district is 

likely to have a substance abuse prevention and counseling program. Contact them 

for help. 

 

Contact a Professional 

Your county’s health department probably has substance abuse services and is 

another good source for information. The county agency may be called “alcohol and 

drug programs” or “behavioral health” or it may be in a mental health services 

division. A call to the county health agency’s general information number should 

point you in the right direction. 

 

Find a Local Resource 

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration’s Behavioral Health 

Treatment Services Locator includes a Quick Search feature to help you find details 

about drug and alcohol abuse treatment programs in your area. 

 

 

The Consequences of Underage Drinking 

Underage drinking is associated with various negative consequences for children and 

can affect and endanger the lives of those around them. 

Children who drink alcohol are more likely to: 

Use drugs 

Frequent binge drinkers (nearly 1 million high school students nationwide) are more 

likely to engage in risky behaviors, including using other drugs such as marijuana and 

cocaine. 

 

Get bad grades 

http://findtreatment.samhsa.gov/
http://findtreatment.samhsa.gov/
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Children who use alcohol have higher rates of academic problems and poor school 

performance compared with nondrinkers. 

 

Suffer injury or death 

In 2010, an estimated 1,844 homicides; 949,400 nonfatal violent crimes such as rape, 

robbery, and assault; and 1,811,300 property crimes, including burglary, larceny, and 

car theft were attributed to underage drinking. 

 

Engage in risky sexual activity 

Young people who use alcohol are more likely to be sexually active at earlier ages, to 

have sexual intercourse more often, and to have unprotected sex. 

 

Make bad decisions 

Drinking lowers inhibitions and increases the chances that children will engage in 

risky behavior or do something that they will regret when they are sober. 

 

Have health problems 

Young people who drink are more likely to have health issues such as depression and 

anxiety disorders. 

 

 

What You Can Do To Prevent Your Child From Drinking 

Learn what you can do to prevent your child from drinking. 

Be Aware of Factors That May Increase the Risk of a Child’s Alcohol 

Use, Including: 

 Significant social transitions such as graduating to middle or high school or 

getting a driver’s license; 

 A history of social and emotional problems; 

 Depression and other serious emotional problems; 

 A family history of alcoholism; and 

 Contact with peers involved in troubling activities. 
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Be a Positive Adult Role Model. 

 Stay away from alcohol in high-risk situations. For example, do not operate a 

vehicle after drinking alcohol. 

 Get help if you think you have an alcohol-related problem. 

 Do not give alcohol to your children. Tell them that any alcohol in your home is 

off limits to them and to their friends. 

Work With Schools, Communities, and the Government to Protect 

Children From Underage Alcohol Use by Ensuring That: 

 Schools and the community support and reward young people’s decisions not to 

drink; 

 Schools and the community identify and intervene with children engaged in 

underage drinking early; 

 Rules about underage drinking are in place at home, at school, and in your 

community; 

 Agreements of acceptable behavior are established, well-known, and applied 

consistently; and 

 Parties and social events at home and elsewhere do not permit underage 

drinking. 

 

Support Your Children and Give Them Space to Grow. 

 Be involved in your children’s lives. 

 Encourage your children’s growing independence but set appropriate limits. 

 Make it easy for your children to share information about their lives. 

 Know where your children are, what they are doing, whom they are with, and 

whom they are friends with. 

 Make an effort to get to know the parents of your children’s friends. Share your 

rules about not allowing alcohol use. 

 Find ways for your children to be involved in family life such as doing chores or 

caring for a younger sibling. 

 Set clear rules, including rules about alcohol use. Enforce the rules you set. 

 Help your children find ways to have fun without alcohol. 

 Do not let your children attend parties at which alcohol is served. Do not allow 

alcohol at parties in your own home. 
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 Help your children avoid dangerous situations such as riding in a car driven by 

someone who has been drinking. 

 Help your children get professional help if you are worried about their 

involvement with alcohol. 

 Create a pledge between yourself and your children that promises they will not 

drink alcohol. 

 

Why Small Conversations Make a Big Impression 

Short, frequent discussions can have a real impact on your child's decisions about 

alcohol. 

Short, frequent discussions can have a real impact on your child's 

decisions about alcohol. 

Talking to your child at an early age about drinking is the first step toward keeping 

them alcohol-free. But as they enter junior high and high school, the pressure to try 

alcohol increases.1 It's important to continue the conversation throughout 

adolescence. 

 

 

Talking often builds an open, trusting relationship with your child. 

Children are more likely to avoid drinking when they have a strong, trusting 

relationship with their parents. 2, 3 Get into the habit of chatting with your child every 

day. It will make it easier to have serious conversations about things like alcohol and 

will make your child more comfortable coming to you for advice. 

 

Lots of little talks are more effective than one "big talk." 

Sitting down for the "big talk" about alcohol can be intimidating for both you and 

your child. Try using everyday opportunities to talk— in the car, during dinner, or 

while you and your child are watching TV. Having lots of little talks takes the pressure 

off trying to get all of the information out in one lengthy discussion, and your child 

will be less likely to tune you out. 

 

Connect – Communicate - Consequences 
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When you do talk about alcohol, make your views and rules clear. 

Take the time to discuss your beliefs and opinions about alcohol with your child. Be 

honest and express a clear, consistent message that underage drinking is 

unacceptable. When they feel that you're being real and honest with them, they'll be 

more likely to respect your rules about underage drinking. 

 

As children get older, the conversation changes. 

What you say to a 9-year-old about alcohol is different from what you say to a 15-

year-old. Children also can't learn all they need to know from a single discussion. 

Make sure that the information you offer your child fits their age. As they get older, 

you can give them more information and reinforce your rules. 

Create your personalized Action Plan to get age-appropriate tips. 

 

Remember that the conversation goes both ways. 

Although talking to your child about your thoughts about alcohol is essential, it's also 

important to hear their point of view. Give your child the opportunity to ask you 

questions and listen to what they have to say. Children who have parents who listen 

to their feelings and concerns are more likely to say "no" to alcohol. 

What you do is just as important as what you say. 

In addition to talking often with your child about alcohol, it's important to set a good 

example. If you choose to drink, you can positively influence your child by drinking in 

moderation and NEVER driving when you've been drinking. Be aware of where you 

keep your alcohol, and always remind your child that the alcohol in your house is off-

limits. 

 

Why You Should Talk With Your Child About Alcohol 

Learn why you should talk with your child about alcohol. 

The Chance That Children Will Use Alcohol Increases as They Get 

Older. 

About 10% of 12-year-olds say they have tried alcohol, but by age 15, that number 

jumps to 50%. The sooner you talk to your children about alcohol, the greater chance 

you have of influencing their decisions about drinking. 
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Parents Play a Critical Role in Children’s Decisions to Experiment 

With Alcohol. 

Studies have shown that parents have a significant influence on young people’s 

decisions about alcohol consumption, especially when parents create supportive and 

nurturing environments in which their children can make their own decisions. In fact, 

around 80% of children feel that parents should have a say in whether they drink 

alcohol. 

 

The Conversation Is Often More Effective Before Children Start 

Drinking. 

If you talk to your kids directly and honestly, they are more likely to respect your 

rules and advice about alcohol use. When parents know about underage alcohol use, 

they can protect their children from many of the high-risk behaviors associated with 

it. 

 

 

Some Children 

May Try Alcohol as Early as 9 Years Old. 

Most 6-year-olds know that alcohol is only for adults. Between the ages of 9 and 13, 

children start to view alcohol more positively. Many children begin to think underage 

drinking is OK. Some even start to experiment. It is never too early to talk to your 

children about alcohol. 

 

 If You Do Not Talk About It, You Are Still Saying Something. 

What you say to your children about alcohol is up to you. But remember, parents who 

do not discourage underage drinking may have an indirect influence on their 

children’s alcohol use. 

 

Why Your Child Might Start Drinking 

Some children may experiment with alcohol as they approach their teen years and 

begin to experience many emotional and physical changes. 

Kids need help to stay alcohol free. 
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Stress 

When children worry about things like grades, fitting in, and physical appearance, 

they may use alcohol as a way to escape their problems. 

What You Can Do: Encourage your child to get involved in sports or other 

extracurricular activities as a healthier way to cope with his or her problems. 

 

Peer Pressure 

The age range between 11 and 18 is an impressionable period when youth are 

especially susceptible to outside influences such as peers, family members, and the 

media. 

What You Can Do: Help boost your child’s confidence by helping him or her learn 

different ways to say “no” and reminding him or her that real friends would not 

pressure him or her to drink. 

 

Transitions 

Life events such as transitioning from middle school to high school, breaking up with 

a significant other, moving, or divorce can cause children to turn to alcohol. 

What You Can Do: Reassure your child that things will get easier, and make sure he or 

she knows that drinking is not a solution. 
 

Additional Resources 

Welcome to your Action Plan (for son):  

When to talk Have conversations frequently—and find good times and places to have 

them. Have lots of little talks instead of one big one.  

Having lots of little talks takes the pressure off trying to get all of the information out 

in one big discussion, and your son will be less likely to tune you out.  

Choose informal times, such as in the car, during dinner, or while watching TV. 

Talking while you’re doing another activity takes the pressure off the conversation, so 

it’s easier to segue into the talk.  

Continue to talk to him about alcohol throughout adolescence.  
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Since the pressure to try alcohol increases as children enter junior high and high 

school, it’s important to continue these talks with your son as he gets older. 

Encourage your son to talk to you. Tell your son that if he ever has any questions or 

needs advice about alcohol, he can always come to you.  

How to talk Be honest with him—give him the facts, your opinions, and ways to say 

no.  

Share important facts about alcohol. Tell him about the short- and long-term effects 

of alcohol use, and why it’s dangerous for growing bodies.  

Teach him how to handle peer pressure. Help your son prepare for situations where 

he might be encouraged to drink by teaching him different ways to say no, such as 

“It’s not worth getting grounded if my parents find out,” or “Why don’t we do 

something else like go see a movie?”  

Give him good reasons not to drink. In talking with your child about reasons to avoid 

alcohol, stay away from scare tactics.  

Clearly state your own expectations about your child’s drinking.  

Ask him open-ended questions. Encourage your son to tell you how he thinks and 

feels about the issue you’re discussing.  

Avoid questions that have a simple yes or no answer. 

 

Welcome to your Action Plan (for daughter): 

Have conversations frequently—and find good times and places to have them.  

Have lots of little talks instead of one big one. Having lots of little talks takes the 

pressure off trying to get all of the information out in one big discussion, and your 

daughter will be less likely to tune you out.  

Choose informal times, such as in the car, during dinner, or while watching TV. 

Talking while you’re doing another activity takes the pressure off the conversation, so 

it’s easier to segue into the talk.  
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Continue to talk to her about alcohol throughout adolescence.  

Since the pressure to try alcohol increases as children enter junior high and high 

school, it’s important to continue these talks with your daughter as she gets older. 

Encourage your daughter to talk to you. Tell your daughter that if she ever has any 

questions or needs advice about alcohol, she can always come to you.  

How to talk Be honest with her: give her the facts, your opinions, and ways to say no. 

Share important facts about alcohol.  

Tell her about the short- and long-term effects of alcohol use, and why it’s dangerous 

for growing bodies.  

Teach her how to handle peer pressure. Help your daughter prepare for situations 

where she might be encouraged to drink by teaching her different ways to say no, 

such as “It’s not worth getting grounded if my parents find out,” or “Why don’t we do 

something else like go see a movie?”  

Give her good reasons not to drink. In talking with your child about reasons to avoid 

alcohol, stay away from scare tactics.  

Clearly state your own expectations about your child’s drinking.  

Ask her open-ended questions.  

Encourage your daughter to tell you how she thinks and feels about the issue you’re 

discussing.  

Avoid questions that have a simple yes or no answer. 

 

Other Things You Can Do: 

Be mindful of the things you, friends, and family members can do besides talking.  

Be a good role model.  

If you choose to drink, set a good example for your daughter by drinking in 

moderation and monitoring what you say about alcohol.  
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Remember that your actions and behaviors have a direct impact on her opinion about 

drinking.  

Show you care.  

Make it a point to regularly spend one-on-one time with your son/daughter.  

Having a close, supportive relationship can help keep him/her from drinking.  

Be aware of where you keep your alcohol.  

If you keep alcohol in the house, keep it locked up or in a discreet place, and remind 

your son/daughter that it’s off-limits.  

Get to know his/her friends. Make sure you know whom your son/daughter spends 

time with and whether they are a good or bad influence.  

If you disapprove of one of their friends, tell them in a caring, supportive way, or try 

limiting the time they spend with that person.  

Promote a healthy lifestyle.  

In addition to speaking with them about underage drinking, encourage them to lead 

a healthy lifestyle by not smoking, getting enough exercise and eating a balanced 

diet.  

Talk to others.  

No matter how close you and your son/daughter are, you can still enlist the support 

of family and friends to help keep them from drinking.  

Ask the people in your son’s/daughter’s life to be positive role models and to respect 

your rules and beliefs about underage drinking. Join community efforts against 

underage drinking.  

By working with school officials and other members of your community, you can help 

to develop policies to reduce alcohol availability to children and to enforce 

consequences for underage drinking.  
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Try getting involved with the following organizations: Community Anti-Drug 

Coalitions of America at http://www.cadca.org/start_coalition or the Office of 

National Drug Control Policy at http://www.whitehouse.gov/ondcp/prevention-intro . 

 

Finding Help 2 

Talk With People You Know 

If you are seeking treatment for a child’s mental health or substance abuse problem, 

you can start by talking with people you know such as family members, friends, 

schoolteachers, counselors, clergy, and your doctor.  Your health insurance company 

can give you a list of mental health and substance abuse providers.  If your employer 

has an employee assistance program, you can get a referral there.  Your child’s school 

may suggest a good substance abuse treatment program.  If not, the school district is 

likely to have a substance abuse prevention and counseling program.  Contact them 

for help. 

Contact a Professional 

Your county’s health department probably has substance abuse services and is 

another good source for information.  The county agency may be called “alcohol and 

drug programs” or “behavioral health” or it may be in a mental health services 

division.  A call to the county health agency’s general information number should 

point you in the right direction. 

Find a Local Resource 

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration’s Substance Abuse 

Treatment Facility Locator (http://findtreatment.samhsa.gov/faq.htm) includes a 

Quick Search feature 

(http://findtreatment.samhsa.gov/TreatmentLocator/faces/quickSearch.jspx) to help 

you find details about drug and alcohol abuse treatment programs in your area.  

Crisis And Access Line 
Call to talk to a licensed counselor 

1-855-NMCRISIS (662-7474) 
Toll Free 24/7/365 

 

http://www.cadca.org/start_coalition
http://www.whitehouse.gov/ondcp/prevention-intro
http://findtreatment.samhsa.gov/faq.htm
http://findtreatment.samhsa.gov/TreatmentLocator/faces/quickSearch.jspx
tel:1855662747
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Local Resources: Parents and Children 
Pull-Together, offering support and guidance for parents, families, and children in 
New Mexico (By County). 
https://pulltogether.org/resources-by-county 
 
Substance Use 
A Dose of Reality 
https://www.doseofrealitynm.com/get-help/ 
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