
Alcohol can permanently 
damage a young person’s 
developing brain. 

That’s why health experts* 
recommend children and 
young people under the age 
of 18 should not drink alcohol.

* The National Health and Medical Research  
Council’s Australian Guidelines to Reduce Health  
Risks from Drinking Alcohol are based on the most 
current scientific evidence and provide advice  
on how to keep the health risks from alcohol low.

Alcohol and 
Young People

For more information, head to 
alcoholthinkagain.com.au

No one should give alcohol 
to under 18’s

For anyone concerned about their own or another 
person’s alcohol or drug use, including loved  
ones, the Alcohol and Drug Support Line is  
a free, confidential, non-judgemental telephone 
counselling, information and referral service. 
Contact them 24 hours a day on 9442 5000 or  
1800 198 024 (country callers).



1.  The pre-frontal cortex handles decision-making, 
impulse control and personality.

  The hippocampus handles memory, learning and 
emotional regulation.

  The cerebellum handles movement, balance  
and coordination.

Drinking alcohol before  18 can cause permanent 
damage to the developing brain. This can result in 
long-term emotional problems and issues with learning, 
memory, attention, planning and impulse control.
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How alcohol causes 
harm to teenagers.

Young people under 18 are particularly vulnerable to 
the harmful effects of alcohol. This is because they are 
going through physical and emotional changes during 
adolescence, they are more likely to take risks, and 
their brains are still developing which means they are 
sensitive to even small amounts of alcohol.

Health experts recommend under 18s should not  
drink alcohol.

The developing brain.
The brain continues to develop until the early 20s, and 
different parts of the brain develop at different times. 
While the brain is still developing, some areas are very 
sensitive to alcohol. 

Advice for parents. 
Parents are uniquely placed to educate, influence 
and support their kids as they grow into adults, 
and this includes shaping their expectations and 
behaviours around alcohol.

In WA, 25% of  under 18’s say parents are their main 
source of alcohol supply. We also know that some 
parents provide sips of alcohol to their kids at home 
in an effort to reduce the mystery and appeal.

Research shows that letting kids try alcohol at home 
or giving under 18s alcohol does not teach ‘responsible 
drinking’ or protect them from alcohol-related 
harm. Parents giving under 18s alcohol is actually 
associated with a greater likelihood of binge drinking 
and experiencing harm from their drinking, including 
injury, violence and risky drinking in later life. 

There are  things parents can do to help prevent and 
delay their child drinking alcohol:

•  Join the 2 in 3 parents in WA who say ‘no’ to giving 
alcohol to their child under 18s.

•  Separate drinking alcohol in front of children.  

•  Talk with your child about alcohol early and often. 
Be clear about your expectations and rules. 

•  Educate your child about the risks associated with 
alcohol use and the law.

•  Know where your child is, what they are doing and 
with who.

•  Engage with other parents. You might be 
surprised to learn that fewer parents give alcohol 
to their kids than your child may have you believe.  

For more information and advice for parents, search 
Supporting Family Conversations online.

Risk of illness, accident and injury.
Young people are impulsive and more likely to take 
risks. Adding alcohol to the mix can further increase 
risky behaviours that can end in harm, like:

•  Vomiting, alcohol poisoning and blackouts.

•  Injury, including assaults, falls and road crashes.

•  Unwanted or unsafe sex. 

•  Treating others in a way that you normally wouldn’t, 
like arguing or having a fight.

•  Self-harm and suicide.

Mental health harm.
Alcohol use, especially at a young age, increases  
the risk of experiencing mental health issues,  
including depression. 

For people who experience mental health issues, 
drinking alcohol can make symptoms worse. 
Alcohol can also interact with over the counter and 
prescription medication, including anti-depressants. 

Risky drinking and harm  
in adulthood.
The earlier under 18s start drinking, and the more 
they drink, the more likely they are to experience risky 
drinking and alcohol harm in adulthood, including 
becoming dependent on alcohol. 

The later teens delay their first alcoholic drink, the 
less likely they are to drink alcohol regularly. Even 
in adulthood, regularly drinking alcohol, even at low 
levels, causes damage to the body and is associated 
with disease and injury.

In WA, more young people are choosing not 
to drink alcohol and those who do are starting 
later. Of the under 18s who reported drinking in 
the last week, 1 in 3 drank at levels considered 
risky for adults.
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