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Rethinking

By Keryn O’Neill, MA, PGCertEdPsych, Senior Researcher, Brainwave Trust Aotearoa

Adolescence is an exciting and important
time in development; there are many
opportunities, but there are also some risks.
A tricky issue for almost every parent is
alcohol. Everyone has an opinion about the
age teens should start drinking, and how
much influence their parents should wield.
We do know that alcohol can influence their development.
And we know that adolescent brains are different from adult
brains. Adolescent brains are changing rapidly, and very
open to what they are experiencing. If an adolescent and an
adult drink the same amount, the adolescent is more likely
to be harmed by it.1 Having a good understanding of what
we know about teen drinking can help parents, whānau
and others guide teens successfully. This article looks at
the risks of teen drinking, how much it is happening in New
Zealand and the ways in which drinking in adolescence is
different from adult drinking, as well as the kind of influence
parents and whānau can have.

The effects last longer than the ‘high’. The risks of
alcohol

Alcohol related risks can be both short-lived and long-term.
When we think about teens and drinking we tend to think
of the immediate effects, such as their increased risk of
being involved in car accidents, assaults and injuries due
to drunken-ness.2 And indeed these tragic things are more
likely to occur for those who drink alcohol.
One risk that we may be less aware of is criminal
behaviour.3 Research shows that those who drink as teens
are more likely to be involved in stealing.4 Adolescent
drinking is also associated with increased mental health
difficulties such as depression,5 and with alcohol abuse or
dependence in adulthood.6
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Sexual behaviour is affected by drinking as well. Teens
who drink are at greater risk of early sexual activity,7
unwanted sex,8 risky sex, including having multiple
partners,9 sexual abuse, unplanned pregnancy and
sexually transmitted infections.10
Drinking alcohol increases the risk of deliberate selfharm and suicide.11 Researchers are learning the way in
which alcohol affects neurotransmitters, the chemicals
used by brain cells to send messages. It has been shown
that drinking as a teen can lead to feelings of greater
unhappiness, increased aggression, more difficulty finding
effective solutions to problems, and more impulsive
behaviour. These things in turn can lead to great
vulnerability and make teens who drink more likely to
harm themselves.12
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Is everyone else really drinking?

A large study of New Zealand secondary school students,
aged 13-18 years, showed a wide range of behaviours.
More than half the students had tried alcohol (57%) and
almost half (45%) had further drinks after their first one. Of
those who were drinking, over half (56%) had drunk alcohol
once or less in the past month. Of concern is that almost a
quarter of drinking students (23%) had been binge drinking
in the past month, and a small but very worrying group (5%)
reported drinking several times each week or on most days.13
On the other hand, a large group have not tried alcohol
(43%). This figure is important; teens who think that many of
their friends and school-mates are drinking, are more likely
to do so themselves.14 Parents too are influenced by what
they think everyone else is doing. And this influences their
children, creating a self-fulfilling prophecy. When parents
expect their teens to drink, their teens are likely to drink
more.15
While teens may feel as though ‘everyone else is drinking,’
the reality is a large proportion of under-18s are not.

The age someone starts drinking does matter

The age at which children or teens first drink alcohol
matters. The younger they are when they start to drink,
the greater the chance that they will have alcohol-related
problems16 or other substance abuse17 in adulthood.
One large study found that those who began drinking
before they were 14 had a 40% chance of alcohol
dependence, while those who waited until 20 years or older
had a 10% chance. Those who started drinking before they
were 15 were 2 to 3 times as likely to develop alcohol abuse
or dependence, than those who began drinking when they
were 19 or older.18 Every extra year that young people
wait before beginning drinking lessens the chance of later
alcohol abuse or dependence.19

Science
|2
Brainwave Brain
Review
2

Every extra year that young
people wait before beginning
drinking lessens the chance
of later alcohol abuse or
dependence.
Children don’t have to have a whole drink to be affected.
A study found that children who had sipped alcohol
before they were 10 years old, were almost twice as likely
to be drinking by 15 years.20
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...many studies now show
that parent approval of
any level of drinking and
parents supplying alcohol
is linked to worse, not
better outcomes.

It’s because of research findings such as these that guidelines in several countries, including Aotearoa, recommend
that people under 15 years not drink any alcohol and those
under 18 years, delay drinking for as long as possible.21

Parents do make a difference

There are lots of factors that influence whether or not
young people drink, and if so, how much and how often.
Alcohol marketing,22 the number of places to buy alcohol,23
and social media24 all have an impact.
Unsurprisingly, parents’ attitudes and behaviour towards
alcohol influence their teens. Whether or not young people
drink, and if so, how they drink, is influenced by their
parents in a significant way.
Many parents wanting to support their teens think that
they can teach them to drink safely by giving them alcohol
and watching over them.25 Although this is well-intended
and commonly believed, many studies now show that
parent approval of any level of drinking and parents
supplying alcohol is linked to worse, not better outcomes.26

Drinking in adolescence,
especially when it’s heavy,
can change the brain

Adolescents who have parents who usually know where
they are, what they’re doing and who they’re with, are likely
to drink less.27

Those who are already vulnerable

Sadly, those who’ve experienced maltreatment, including
sexual abuse, and seeing family violence are more likely
to begin drinking at a younger age and more likely to
develop alcohol dependence.28
Both genes and experiences can contribute to alcohol
problems.29 A family history of alcohol problems does not
make alcohol issues inevitable, but does make them more
likely.
One study found that a young person’s environment had
a bigger impact than their family history of drinking on
whether or not they developed alcohol-related problems.30
Those with a family history of alcohol issues may benefit
even more than others from parents and whānau
encouraging them to delay beginning to drink.31
Studies on the brain are finding that some people who go
on to have problems with alcohol had brain differences
before they began drinking, which may have made them
more prone to developing problems. Of course, we can’t
always tell who those at greater risk might be; it’s possible
these are the teens who would most benefit from delaying
drinking.

“But you drink- why shouldn’t I?” What’s different
about drinking in adolescence?

Whilst some teens may look like adults, alcohol affects
them differently to how it affects adults. Just because
they may be towering over their parents in height, doesn’t
mean they’re adults just yet!
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While most of us know about the possible short-term
effects of drinking too much, such as slurred speech and
difficulty taking in information, it’s less widely known that
problematic drinking in adolescence can have more
lasting effects on the brain and how it works, even after a
period of non-drinking.37 Drinking can affect adolescents
long after their hang-over wears off.

Conclusion

Drinking alcohol in the teen years carries a number
of risks; these are greater than for similar levels of
drinking in adulthood. As in other areas of our young
people’s lives, parents, whānau and other adults play
an important role. Their own behaviour, their attitudes
and their expectations of young people can all have an
impact.
Animal studies suggest that adolescents are less sensitive
to some of alcohol’s short-term negative effects on their
movement and sleepiness32 but more sensitive to some
of its positive effects, such as feeling more social.33 As a
result, adolescents may find it more difficult to recognise
signs that they should stop drinking which may contribute
to their drinking more than adults.34
A lot of things are changing during adolescence. Along
with changing bodies, schools, taste in music, and
clothing styles, their brains are changing too. In recent
years we’ve realised that there are a lot of changes
happening in the brains of young people; much more than
was previously thought. This is a really important time for
them as they gradually leave childhood behind and move
towards becoming adults. What happens during these
years affects how well placed they will be to become the
adults in their whānau and wider communities. Positive
experiences, chances to practice skills and follow their
interests, with strong, loving whānau support, will set them
up to do well.

Research clearly indicates that delaying the
age at which young people are introduced
to alcohol reduces the risk of alcohol related
problems.
The full reference list for this article can be found at
http://www.brainwave.org.nz/category/all-articles/

If you enjoyed this article here are some
others that may be of interest.

During times of rapid brain development, the brain is more
easily affected by what happens to a young person. This
means that the brain of an adolescent is more open to
positive opportunities; it can also be more affected by notso-good things. This is one of the reasons why drinking in
adolescence is different from drinking in adulthood. The
effects of alcohol are happening when the brain is busy
growing, and alcohol can affect how the brain grows.
The ways in which alcohol affects the adolescent brain are
complicated; it depends on lots of things, such as which
area of the brain we’re looking at. Gender can make a
difference too.
Some studies look at the physical brain structure, and find
things such as that heavy drinking is linked to some areas
of the brain being smaller.35 Other studies look at how the
brain is functioning – the way alcohol can put teens at
higher risk of poor decision making and problem-solving,
for example.
Some things are clear though; drinking in adolescence,
especially when it’s heavy, can change the brain.36
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The adolescent brain and alcohol
http://www.brainwave.org.nz/adolescent-brain-alcohol/
Our own set of scales: Risk and Protective factors
http://www.brainwave.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/
Riskandprotective_factors.pdf
Drinking for two
http://www.brainwave.org.nz/drinking-for-two/
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Explaining social and emotional changes

By Hilary Nobilo MMH (Perinatal and Infant), PGDipChAd, PGCComChH

There are big changes going on in
adolescents’ lives. Not only physical
changes, but also important changes in
social and emotional development, as
they move from being a child to becoming
an adult. Although we sometimes expect
them to think and behave like an adult, their
brain is very different to an adult’s brain and
won’t be fully developed until they’re in their
twenties.
Adolescence is often talked about as a time of challenges.
We seem to view it as a time of difficult and sometimes
impulsive behaviour. Most adults who spend time with an
adolescent know that this isn’t mostly who they are. While
there are likely to be some bumps along the way and some
of these may be big bumps, adolescents can be amazing.
Among many other qualities, they can be funny, creative,
curious and adventurous. Most adolescents move through
these years in healthy, positive ways without experiencing
serious problems. It’s a time to cherish, not a time to be
afraid of.

Brain Changes

All of us have heard talk of adolescents and their ‘raging
hormones’. However, the latest research tells us that, while
hormone levels do increase from early puberty, they play
little part in the stronger emotions that adolescents may
sometimes experience.1 Instead, many of the changes
during adolescence are linked with the development of the
brain.
Circuits in the adolescent brain are re-organising and
maturing, particularly the circuits involved in social
relationships, in processing emotions and in both taking
risks and experiencing rewards.2 Different areas develop
and mature at different times.
There are changes in the areas in the brain that process
emotions, known as the limbic system. This can make
adolescents seem more emotional and reactive.
For example, they may have more ‘ups and downs.’
The prefrontal cortex, which is involved in reasoning,
rational thinking, decision-making and controlling emotions
and impulses, is still maturing into the twenties.3 As the
circuits between the prefrontal cortex and limbic system
become more effective, adolescents are more able to
control strong emotions and impulses and their ability to
think rationally and make good decisions is fine-tuned.4
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They become better at using these systems in controlled
and reliable ways.5

Forming an Identity

Adolescents are forming a sense of who they are, who
they want to be, what they need to do to get there and
how they fit in the world. Changes in the brain mean they
can increasingly think in more abstract ways.6 They can
weigh up choices about future jobs and careers. They
can explore their beliefs and morals; they may decide
not to eat meat or may join a protest group to save the
environment.
Some adolescents ‘try on’ different personalities.7 They
experiment with how they look and how they behave,
particularly in romantic situations where they may want to
impress! While this behaviour may seem false to adults,
it can be a normal part of adolescent development. By
about 18 years, most young people have a strong sense
of who they are.8

themselves in someone else’s shoes’ helps them as they
begin to have more complex relationships. It is healthy
for them to develop more tolerance towards other
people who have opinions and interests that are different
from their own.16

Reading Others’ Emotions and Social Cues

From soon after birth, babies can read expressions of
emotion on others’ faces. They get better at it as they
grow. Adolescents learn to read and process more
complex emotions and to pick up on subtle non-verbal
cues.17
As they become less emotionally dependent on parents,
they tend to spend more time with their peers. It helps to
know what others think of them, and whether their peers
are signalling approval and acceptance. If they sense
they’re not ‘fitting in’, they may change their behaviour
and responses in order to gain peer approval.18
Parents can support adolescents to form an identity by
providing them with a sense of belonging and stability, a
secure base from which they can explore their options and
develop their values and beliefs.

Adolescent Emotions

Many adolescents begin to be romantically interested in
others. Their increasing ability to read facial expressions
of emotion and social cues may help them pick up
on romantic interest directed towards them, such as
a flirtatious look or may help them gauge a potential
partner’s ‘suitability’.19

From puberty, adolescents may experience their feelings
more strongly and may be more emotionally sensitive.9
Their highs may seem higher and their lows, lower. The way
they react one day may be quite different to another day.
They are still learning how to handle intense feelings and
express themselves in mature ways. As the brain regions
that control emotions mature, and they gain practice at
managing ‘big feelings’, adolescents become more likely to
step back and think before they respond to situations.10

Parents and other adults
can provide support by helping
adolescents find healthy ways to
manage stress, and to process
thoughts and feelings that may
overwhelm them. For example, they
may encourage them to exercise,
to meditate, or to play music.
The way in which adults respond
makes a difference.

Adolescents can be very self-conscious and highly sensitive
to other people’s emotions and opinions.11 It becomes very
important to them to feel they belong and to feel accepted
by their peers.12 They may sometimes think that their
behaviour is the focus of everyone’s attention.13 They may
be beside themselves with happiness or feel absolutely
miserable as close friendships or romantic relationships
come and go.14 This intensity of emotion usually lessens
around mid-adolescence.
While stronger emotions are to be expected at times during
adolescence, if a young person’s reactions seem extreme,
persist for a long time, or if whānau are concerned, it is
important to ask for help. Your doctor is a good place to
start. The earlier the better as for some adolescents, their
strong emotional reactions may be an early sign of mental
health concerns.
Parents and other adults can provide support by helping
adolescents find healthy ways to manage stress, and to
process thoughts and feelings that may overwhelm them.
For example, they may encourage them to exercise, to
meditate, or to play music. The way in which adults respond
makes a difference. While an adult may feel like shouting at
an angry or overwhelmed adolescent, this is unlikely to help
settle a situation or resolve conflict. A calm response may
be far more effective.

Capacity to See Others’ Perspectives

Adolescents become better at understanding the thoughts,
feelings and beliefs of other people, and the fact that
these may be different from their own.15 Being able to ‘put
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Parents’ role as ‘advisors’
and ‘limit-setters’ isn’t over;
it’s just changing.

The full reference list for this article can be found at
http://www.brainwave.org.nz/category/all-articles/

If you enjoyed this article here are some
others that may be of interest.

The Bigger Picture

What has already happened in a child’s life plays a big
part in the way they navigate their adolescent years. Their
childhood relationships and experiences have shaped
either a strong or weak foundation for the adolescent brain
to build on.
Development is happening whenever and wherever
adolescents spend their time; with family, friends and
teachers; at home, at school and all the other places they
go. There are many opportunities to promote healthy
social and emotional outcomes for all adolescents.

The Role of Adults

Parents’ role as ‘advisors’ and ‘limit-setters’ isn’t over; it’s
just changing. Adolescents still need advice and guidance
from parents and other adults, as well as space to practise
the new skills they’re developing.
Understanding the changes that are typical of adolescent
development is an important step towards adults
providing positive relationships and contexts that support
healthy social and emotional development. Adolescents
need adults in their lives who are genuinely interested in
them, spend time with them, and treat them in respectful
ways.20

An insight into adolescence.
http://www.brainwave.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/
insight_to_adolescence.pdf
Teenagers: It’s not just their hormones – it’s their brains.
http://www.brainwave.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/
Teenagers_not-their-hormones-its-their-brains.pdf

These articles are based on material written by Brainwave Trust for the Parenting
Resource, which was developed by the Ministry of Social Development, Family
Services Team. http://www.parentingresource.nz/
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Supporting Young Parents:

in the Early Years

Brainwave Trust Aotearoa
Whakamana i te tamaiti
Every childhood matters. That’s why we speak
up about the importance of brain development
in the early years. Brainwave’s vision is that
all children in Aotearoa New Zealand are
valued and nurtured so they can reach their full
potential.
We are a charitable trust that aims to educate
everyone involved in the life of a child about
the importance of early experiences on brain
development and their lifelong impact.
Brainwave has no political or religious
affiliations and is known for relying on strong
evidence and for the scientific integrity of all its
material.
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Do you work in a teen parent unit or community organisation
supporting teen parents? Brainwave have recently launched a new
programme for the young people you support.
The Aim of the Young Parent Programme
Support young parents to nurture and value their children and explore the
impact early experiences have on the developing brain.

Key Content
•

Factors that help or get in the way of children’s development

•

Experiences that babies need for healthy body and brain development

•

What babies need from adults to develop positively

•

What parents can do to make a difference for children

For more information or to book, please email
bookings@brainwave.org.nz
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