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Let's Talk About It 
Look, I get it. Talking to your teen about alcohol feels awkward. You might worry you'll say the 
wrong thing, or that they'll tune you out. Maybe you're thinking, "They already know alcohol is 
bad, right?" 

Here's the thing: this conversation matters more than you think. And it doesn't have to be one 
big, scary talk. Think of it more like an ongoing dialogue that starts now and continues through 
their young adult years. 

This guide gives you the tools to have real, effective conversations with your teen about alcohol. 
No lectures. No scare tactics. Just honest, evidence-based information that works. 

Why This Conversation Matters 
Teens who have conversations with their parents about alcohol are less likely to drink. That's 
not just feel-good advice — it's backed by solid research. 

Here's what you're up against: 
• By age 15, about 30% of teens have had at least one drink 
• By age 18, that number jumps to about 60% 
• The earlier kids start drinking, the higher their risk for developing alcohol problems later 
• Teen brains are still developing, making them more vulnerable to alcohol's effects 

But here's the good news: you have way more influence than you think. Your teen might act like 
they don't care what you say, but study after study shows that parents are the number one 
influence on teen decisions about alcohol. 

When to Start the Conversation 
Short answer: earlier than you think. 

Start laying the groundwork in elementary school with simple messages about making healthy 
choices. By middle school (ages 11-13), you should be having direct conversations about 
alcohol. 

Good times to talk: 
• During car rides (they can't escape, and you're not making intense eye contact) 
• While doing activities together — cooking, walking the dog, whatever 
• When something relevant comes up on TV or in the news 
• Before they go to a party or social event 
• When they ask questions (even if it catches you off guard) 

Don't wait for the "perfect moment." There isn't one. Just start. 

How to Start the Conversation 
Keep It Real 
Forget the script. You don't need to memorize lines or turn this into a formal presentation. Just 
be yourself and be honest. 



Opening lines that work: 
• "Hey, I saw something on social media about teens and drinking. What's it like at your 

school?" 
• "I know you're getting older and might be in situations where there's alcohol. Can we talk 

about it?" 
• "I want to make sure you have good information about alcohol. What have you heard?" 

Listen More Than You Talk 
This is huge. Ask questions and actually listen to the answers. Don't interrupt or jump to correct 
them. Let them talk. 

Good questions to ask: 
• "What do your friends think about drinking?" 
• "Have you felt pressure to drink?" 
• "What would you do if someone offered you a drink?" 
• "What questions do you have about alcohol?" 

Skip the Scare Tactics 
Trying to terrify your teen into never drinking doesn't work. They'll just think you're exaggerating 
and tune you out. 

Instead, give them accurate information and help them understand the real risks. Teens actually 
respond better to facts than fear. 

Share Your Values 
Tell them what you believe and why. Not in a preachy way — just straight up. 

Try something like: "I hope you won't drink while you're in high school. Your brain is still 
developing, and alcohol can mess with that. I want you to have every advantage possible as 
you grow up." 

  



Key Facts to Share with Your Teen 
Your teen needs accurate information. Here are the most important facts to cover. 

The Brain Development Story 
Teen brains aren't fully developed until the mid-20s. The parts responsible for decision-making, 
impulse control, and understanding consequences are still under construction. 

Alcohol affects developing brains differently than adult brains. It can interfere with memory, 
learning, and even change how the brain is wired. Starting to drink young increases the risk of 
developing alcohol dependence later in life. 

What Alcohol Actually Does 
Be straight about the effects: 

• Slows reaction time (bad for driving, bad for making quick decisions) 
• Impairs judgment (people do things drunk they'd never do sober) 
• Affects coordination and balance 
• Can cause blackouts (gaps in memory) 
• Too much can lead to alcohol poisoning (which can be deadly) 

The Legal Reality 
In the United States, it's illegal for anyone under 21 to drink. Getting caught can mean: 

• Fines and legal fees 
• Loss of driver's license 
• Mandatory alcohol education classes 
• A mark on their record that could affect college applications or future jobs 

Social Pressures Are Real 
Acknowledge that peer pressure exists. Don't minimize it. Help your teen come up with 
responses they can actually use: 

• "No thanks, I'm good" 
• "I've got a game/practice/test tomorrow" 
• "My parents test me" (give them permission to blame you) 
• "I'm driving" or "I'm the designated sober friend tonight" 

Warning Signs to Watch For 
Look, most teens experiment at some point. That doesn't mean they have a problem. But you 
should know what to watch for. 

Physical signs: 
• Smell of alcohol on breath or clothes 
• Bloodshot eyes or dilated pupils 
• Changes in appetite or sleep patterns 
• Lack of coordination or slurred speech 



Behavioral changes: 
• Sudden change in friend group 
• Dropping out of activities they used to love 
• Grades dropping 
• More secretive behavior 
• Increased conflict at home 
• Money missing from the house 

One or two of these signs doesn't necessarily mean drinking. But if you're seeing multiple red 
flags, it's time to have a more serious conversation. 

What If You Suspect Your Teen Is Drinking 
First, take a breath. Don't panic. Don't yell. You need to handle this in a way that keeps 
communication open. 

Have the Conversation 
Pick a time when you're both calm. Not right after they come home, not when you're angry. Say 
something like: 

"I've noticed some changes and I'm worried. I need to ask you directly — have you been 
drinking?" 

If they admit it, don't lose it. Thank them for being honest. Then you can talk about 
consequences and next steps. 

Set Clear Consequences 
There need to be consequences, but they should be reasonable and you need to follow through. 
Examples: 

• Loss of car privileges for a set period 
• Earlier curfew 
• Loss of phone or social media access 
• Required check-ins with a counselor or addiction specialist 

When to Get Professional Help 
Consider getting professional help if: 

• Your teen is drinking regularly (weekly or more) 
• They're drinking alone 
• They've had blackouts or memory loss 
• There's been a drunk driving incident 
• They're defensive or in denial about their drinking 
• You notice signs of depression, anxiety, or other mental health concerns 

Don't wait. Talk to your pediatrician, a school counselor, or an addiction specialist. Early 
intervention makes a huge difference. 

The "Get Out of Jail Free" Agreement 



Here's something that works: Make a deal with your teen that they can call you anytime, 
anywhere, no questions asked in the moment. 

If they're at a party where people are drinking, if they've had too much to drink, if the designated 
driver is drunk — whatever the situation — they can call you for a ride home. No lecture in the 
car. No punishment that night. 

Yes, you'll talk about it the next day. Yes, there might be consequences. But their safety comes 
first, and this deal removes the fear that stops teens from calling for help when they need it. 

Make sure they know this extends to their friends too. If a friend needs help, they can call you. 

"But I Drank When I Was Their Age" 
Yeah, a lot of parents did. And your teen will probably bring this up if they know about it. 

You don't have to lie about your past. But you also don't need to glorify it. Try something like: 

"Yeah, I did drink in high school. Looking back, it wasn't smart. I was lucky nothing bad 
happened, but I know people who weren't so lucky. I want better for you than the choices I 
made." 

Or if drinking caused problems for you: "I drank when I was young and it led to some serious 
issues for me. That's exactly why I don't want you going down that road." 

  



Quick Reference Guide 
Keep this handy for quick reminders on how to approach conversations about alcohol. 

DO DON'T 

Start conversations early (middle school) Wait until you suspect a problem 

Listen more than you talk Lecture or dominate the conversation 

Ask open-ended questions Use scare tactics or exaggerate 

Share your values honestly Make it a one-time "big talk" 

Provide accurate, factual information Assume they already know everything 

Help them practice refusal skills Minimize peer pressure as "not a big deal" 

Offer the "no questions asked" ride home Make them afraid to call you for help 

Stay calm if you discover drinking React with anger or harsh punishment 

Seek help if you're concerned Wait and hope the problem goes away 
  



Resources for Parents 
You don't have to navigate this alone. Here are trusted resources for more information and 
support. 

National Organizations 
SAMHSA National Helpline 
1-800-662-4357 (free, confidential, 24/7) 

Partnership to End Addiction 
www.drugfree.org — Parent helpline: 1-855-378-4373 

National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism 
www.niaaa.nih.gov — Research-based information 

Talk to Your Teen's Doctor 
Your pediatrician or family doctor can screen for substance use, provide counseling, and refer 
you to specialists if needed. Don't hesitate to bring it up at your teen's next checkup. 

Finding a Therapist or Counselor 
Look for professionals who specialize in adolescent substance use. Ask your doctor for 
referrals, or check with your insurance for in-network providers. 

Many schools also have counselors who can provide support and connect you with community 
resources. 

Final Thoughts 
Parenting a teenager is hard. Having these conversations about alcohol is uncomfortable. But 
you're doing the right thing by taking this seriously. 

Remember: you don't need to be perfect. You just need to be present, honest, and willing to 
keep the dialogue going. Your teen needs you to set boundaries, share your values, and be 
someone they can turn to when things get complicated. 

Most teens who experiment with alcohol don't develop serious problems. But the conversations 
you have now can make all the difference in keeping them safe and helping them make good 
decisions. 

Start today. Keep talking. Trust yourself. 

___ 
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