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Giving teenagers alcohol may increase risk of drink�
related problems � study

Nicola Davis

Parents who give alcohol to their teenagers could be increasing their offspring’s risk of binge
drinking and other alcohol-related problems, research has revealed.

The study found that compared with secondary-school aged children who had no access to
alcohol, those who were given some by their parents more often admitted to later binge
drinking, had symptoms of alcohol-use disorder and experienced alcohol-related harms – such
as difficulty recalling events or getting into trouble. 

The authors conclude there is no evidence that parental supply of alcohol protects children
from such experiences.

“It is, unfortunately, well-intentioned, but not a good idea,” said Richard Mattick, professor of
drug and alcohol studies at the University of New South Wales and a co-author of the research.
“All you are doing is giving your permission to kids to drink.”

Writing in The Lancet Public Health, Mattick and colleagues describe how they followed the
behaviours of more than 1,900 parents and secondary-school aged children over the course of

Parents offering even limited amounts of alcohol may increase risk of binge-drinking and
other problems, study concludes
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six years, from around the age of 12 until they reached sixth form.  

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the team found that experience of alcohol-related harms and binge
drinking – where five or more drinks are consumed in one sitting – increased as the children
grew older. .

But while previous research from the team had suggested parental supply of alcohol did not
increase risk of children binge-drinking, and resulted in a lower risk of drinking overall
compared with those who obtained it from elsewhere, such as friends, the new study suggests
that parental supply does not protect children from overindulging.

Taking into account factors including children’s sex, age, and household income, children who
had been given alcohol by parents alone had 2.58 times the odds of reporting binge-drinking in
the following year, compared with those with no supply of alcohol; the odds of alcohol-related
harm or symptoms of alcohol use disorder were also more than twice as high as for those with
no supply.

The odds were even higher for the children who got hold of alcohol from other sources, either
in addition to or instead of parental supply, with these children also found to have higher
chances of alcohol abuse or dependency symptoms than those who had no alcohol supply –
although such questions were only asked of older teens. While 25% of teens around 18 years
old who were given alcohol by their parents reported binge-drinking, the figure reached 62%
for those obtaining alcohol from elsewhere and 81% for those receiving alcohol from parents
and others.

While the impact of the quantity of alcohol supplied by parents is yet to be published, the
latest study reveals that even sips of alcohol given by parents double the odds of children
receiving alcohol from other sources in the subsequent year, with the impact even greater if
parents supplied whole drinks. 

The authors admit that the research has limitations, including that it relied on self-report, did
not probe context of alcohol supply, and that it had a low proportion of participants who were
socioeconomically disadvantaged. But they say its size, and the fact it looked at children into
their late teens, meant it was better able to probe the impact of parental alcohol supply than
the previous report.

Mattick adds that the team has recently received funding to follow the teenagers to the age of
23. “The story isn’t fully told until we can determine whether this leads to the real harm,
which is alcohol use disorders,” he said.

Since you’re here …
… we have a small favour to ask. More people are reading the Guardian than ever but
advertising revenues across the media are falling fast. And unlike many news organisations,
we haven’t put up a paywall – we want to keep our journalism as open as we can. So you can
see why we need to ask for your help. The Guardian’s independent, investigative journalism
takes a lot of time, money and hard work to produce. But we do it because we believe our
perspective matters – because it might well be your perspective, too.

I appreciate there not being a paywall: it is more democratic for the media to be available for all
and not a commodity to be purchased by a few. I’m happy to make a contribution so others with
less means still have access to information. Thomasine F-R.
If everyone who reads our reporting, who likes it, helps fund it, our future would be much
more secure. For as little as $1, you can support the Guardian – and it only takes a minute.
Thank you.
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