Does Adult-Supervised Drinking Help Teens to Drink More Responsibly? Not Really ... Page 1 of 4

HOME

U.S.

POLITICS

WORLD

BUSINESS

TECHLAND

HEALTH

SCIENCE

ARTS

SEARCH TIME.COM

TRAVEL

PHOTOS

VIDEO

SPECIALS

MAGAZINE

NEWSLETTERS

NEWSFEED

MOBILE APPS

ADD TIME NEWS

Does Drinking With Parents Help Teens Drink More
Responsibly? Not Really
alcohol, underage drinking, binge drinking
By ALICE PARK Friday, April 29, 2011 | 31 COMMENTS

Stay Connected with TIME.com
Subscribe to
RSS Feeds
Add TIME
Widgets

Become a
Fan of TIME

Learn

Sign Up for
Newsletters
Read TIME
Mobile on
Your Phone
Get TIME
Twitter
Updates

PETER DAZELEY

MORE

Related Topics: Love & Family , Parenting
37

Like

144

When I was in high school, my parents laid down a few ground rules about exactly how “liberating” my teenage
emancipation was going to be. No driving without an adult in the car past dark, no staying out past 11 p.m., and no,

absolutely no, drinking.
Well, it turns out Mom and Dad were on to something (don't you hate it when that happens?). A new study by researchers at the University of
Minnesota found that teens who drink under their parents' supervision — the occasional sip at dinner or during holidays — are more likely to become
problem drinkers a few years later than those whose parents, like mine, adopted a zero-tolerance policy.
When it comes to underage drinking, there are two schools of thought. Some are convinced that teens are too young and inexperienced to handle
alcohol, and not ready to make decisions about how much is too much or how to drink responsibly.
Then there are those who point to cultures where alcohol isn't so taboo for adolescents, where adults allow their children to drink a little in their
presence, and where alcoholism rates are no different from those in countries where underage drinking is illegal. By incorporating alcohol into
youngsters' lives from an early age, and not making it a forbidden fruit, they argue, teens are less likely to abuse it as adults.
Turns out that may not be the case. Barbara McMorris, lead author of the study published in the Journal of Studies on Alcohol and Drugs, compared
seventh graders from the U.S., which prohibits underage drinking, and Australia, where adult-supervised drinking for teens is allowed. By the ninth
grade, 36% of the Australian teens had problems with binge drinking or other alcohol-related issues such as getting in fights and having blackouts,
while only 21% of the American adolescents did. In fact, regardless of where they lived, youngsters who drank in front of adults were more likely to
have drinking problems several years later than those who abstained.
“Our main message is that adults really do need to pay attention to what they are allowing their kids to do, and what they are giving them permission
to do in their presence,” says McMorris. “Actions speak louder than words.”
What's happening, says McMorris, is that instead of incorporating responsible habits by drinking with their parents, teens, being teens, are more
likely to think they are mature enough to handle any situation involving alcohol. “If a parent or adult introduces a child to alcohol, it sends a message
about how to drink in that type of social setting,” she says. “But that message doesn't translate to the unsupervised setting, so teens won't necessarily
know how to cut themselves off after one drink when they are out with friends. There isn't a carryover effect.”
That's the revelation of McMorris's study, and it contradicts the intuitive sense that watching parents drink responsibly at dinner must send some
message about moderation to teens about how to use alcohol. Instead, in the teen's mind, adult supervised drinking may be interpreted in almost the
opposite way, as a license to imbibe. “As adults, we send a pretty clear message when we are permissive about the type of behavior we allow to
happen right in front of us,” says McMorris. “We say that it's okay to drink.”
Setting limits by making it clear that adolescents are too young for alcohol may help teens to learn how to avoid drinking while underage, and
develop more responsible drinking habits as adults. Mom and Dad may have known what they were doing after all.
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