
how alcohol affects
the teenage brain

proven skills to prevent
underage drinking

parental
influence on
use of alcohol

Know where your kids are
and what they’re doing.

INSIDE

Think underage drinking doesn’t
affect a teen’s brain? Think again.

alcohol and
judgment

T’S A FACT. New research shows alcohol affects 

a teenager’s developing brain differently than an 

ult’s. Memory, learning and impulse control can be

paired seriously. The risk of addiction goes up 

matically. So talk to your kids about the dangers of he da

ohol and set clear rules about no alcohol use. 

I

For a chance to win a              take a quick survey 
about this tabloid at www.monadnockvoices.org

             $50
GAS CARD
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Teen brain 
development and

EW RESEARCH SHOWS that alcohol affects a developing teen
brain differently from an adult brain. “The brain goes through dynamic 
changes during adolescence, and alcohol can seriously damage long- 

and short-term growth processes” (American Medical Association, 2003).
   Alcohol use may impair memory, learning, decision-making and impulse control;
and it greatly increases the risk of addiction. In addition, alcohol use can cause 
young people to develop social problems, have poor judgment, get into trouble, do
poorly in school and experience failure in achieving lifelong goals.
   To compound this problem, research shows that parents generally underestimate 
the extent of teen drinking and its negative consequences. Thirty-one percent of
youths who said they had been drunk in the past year were said by their parents to
be non-drinkers. Others may view underage drinking as inevitable, but it isn’t.
To be alcohol-free, a teen needs the active involvement and help of a parent. All
children need help from their parents to guide them through their teenage years.
Staying bonded to parents is critical to the process of teenagers emerging
healthy, safe and alcohol-free.

N

Most parents 
talk to their 
kids about 
drinking two 
years too late.
Age 8 is not
too early.

What parents may not 
realize is that children 
say parental disap-
proval of underage 
drinking is the key 
reason they have 
chosen not to drink.

THINK UNDERAGE DRINKING 
DOESN’T AFFECT A TEEN’S BRAIN? 
THINK AGAIN.

Alcohol affects a teen brain 
differently from an adult brain.

It can actually cause serious 
damage to the still-developing 
adolescent brain (10-21 years).

alcohol

The brain’s hippocampus 
(responsible for learning 
and memory) can be 
10% smaller in 
underage drinkers.
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Increased 
risk of

SOURCE: Grant, BF and Dawson, DA.
Journal of Substance Abuse 9:103-110,1997

Alcohol dependence
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BASED ON AGE DRINKING STARTS

Research shows that 
parents consistently 
underestimate teenage 
binge drinking.

Youth who drink before 
they turn 14 are five times 
more likely to develop 
alcohol dependence 
during their lifetime than 
those who start drinking 
at 21. Each year of delay 
reduces the risk (Hingson 
et al., 2006).

addiction

Children who begin 
drinking at age 13 
have a 45 percent 
chance of becoming 
alcohol dependent. 

If your family has a 

history of alcoholism,  

your children need to 

know that they are at 

a greater risk for 

problem drinking.

HE BRAIN REWARDS positive actions with 
feelings of pleasure so we want to repeat them. 
We remember pleasure from dopamine, a 
“feel-good” brain chemical, or neurotransmitter, 

which connects the pleasure to the thing we enjoyed. 
Alcohol affects our brain’s pleasure-reward system by 
pretending to be a neurotransmitter. It tricks the brain 

into generating pleasure-reward 
feelings from a harmful chemical 
instead of a real experience.  
   If a teen continues drinking, the 
brain changes and adapts to the 
presence of alcohol and soon the 
teen needs more and more alcohol to 
create the same amount of pleasure.  

If a teen still continues drinking, he or she will begin to 
feel a craving for it and feel uncomfortable — sometimes 
even extreme discomfort — without it. He or she  
becomes addicted. Getting their next drink becomes 
more important than family, grades or even sports.
   Because the teen brain produces an abundance of 
dopamine, it can go rapidly from liking, to wanting, to 
needing alcohol, programming it for alcoholism. Alcohol 
can also damage the brain’s ability to sense pleasure 
from normal, healthy things and experiences — leaving 
a young person feeling “flat” about things he/she  
previously enjoyed. 

T
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In NH, 15% of  

14 year olds report 

binge drinking in 

the past 30 days.

ONCE YOUR CHILD
becomes a teenager, they 
will want to become more
independent. They will 

want more control of their lives both 
home and away. They could even ask
to be left home alone and then the 
“Parent & Police Consent Form” may 
be helpful to you. It has been our 
experience that most underage drinking 
parties occur within the home while the 
parents are away.

Too many times teenagers left 
alone may call a few friends over 
for company, which may result in 
uninvited guests, many of whom may 
not be from the area. These unwanted 
persons could bring alcohol or drugs 
into your home. With today’s advance 
cell phone technology, text messages, 
internet chat websites and other social 
networking, it is very easy to notify 
dozens of youth in a short time frame 
that there is an unsupervised party.

Ensure that youth will be 
safe when left home alone.
Law Enforcement can 
support your rules while 
you are away.

Parent & Police consent  

forms are available in  

many area towns.  

Contact your local police 

department or go to  

www.monadnockvoices.org 

to download the form.

or

Anonymously Report 

Underage Alcohol  

Parties by Dialing  

Toll-Free 2-1-1

The Parent & Police Consent Form and 
conditions can be found on the Police 
Department’s web site or at the police 
station. Complete the form and sign it with 
the specific dates that you will not be home. 
Our officers will make every attempt to patrol 
your neighborhood looking for evidence 
of underage drinking activity. If the officer 
observes illegal underage drinking activity 
based on his or her reasonable suspicion, 
they will stop to investigate. 
 Officers will approach your residence, 
knock on the door, and ask to speak with 
your teenager. Officers will then explain their 
belief that an underage drinking party may 
be going on within your residence and ask to 
enter the home to look for underage drinking 
activity. At no time will our officers use force 
to enter you home.

Provide officers information where young 
teenagers will be left unsupervised who may 
be tempted to have drinking parties

It provides the parents with an instrument 
that may keep a teenager in check from such 
temptations

Give parents a sense of relief that the Police 
are looking out for your child and home 
while you are away.

We hope this program will be a helpful for 
you and your child to ensure they will be safe 
while being left alone at home as well as to 
give extra support to your rules while you are 
away.
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“The prefrontal area (responsible 
for thinking, planning, good 
judgment, decision-making and 
impulse control) undergoes the 
most change during adolescence. 
Researchers found that adolescent 
drinking could cause severe changes 
in this area ... which plays an 
important role in forming adult 
personality and behavior. Damage 
from alcohol at this time can be 
long-term and irreversible.”                    

“The hippocampus (involved in 
learning and memory) suffers the worst 
alcohol-related brain damage in teens. 
Those who had been drinking more and 
for longer had significantly smaller 
hippocampi (10 percent). In addition, 
short-term or moderate drinking impairs 
learning and memory far more in youths 
than adults. Frequent drinkers may never 
be able to catch up in adulthood, since 
alcohol inhibits systems crucial for 
storing new information.”
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American Medical Association Fact Sheet, 2003

Alcohol can damage
two key brain areas:

About the brain:

Brainstem

LCOHOL AFFECTS a teen brain differently 
than it affects a mature adult brain. The 
brain goes through rapid development and 

“wiring” changes during the ages of 12 through 21. 
Teen alcohol use can damage this brain wiring, 
which is essential to become a mature, 
thoughtful, responsible adult.

brain research
and the effects of alcohol

New

THE BRAIN

PREFRONTAL
AREA

The brain is still developing
through our early 20s. Drin
during this critical period m
permanently harm the bra
(White and Swartzwelder, 2

AREA

In NH, 10% of all youth 
report having had an 
alcoholic drink before 
age 11. Talk to your 
children before age 8 
about not drinking.

CoCorpurpusrpusCoCoCorpuCorp
llcalallosumallosumcalcal

drinking

The brain is the major 
organ of the central 
nervous system and the 
control center for all the 
body’s voluntary and 
involuntary activities. It is 
responsible for everything 
we think, feel, see, say 
and do.
The brainstem controls
vital body functions, such
as breathing and diges-
tion. The cerebellum’s
main functions are the 
maintenance of posture
and the coordination of
body movements. The 
cerebrum, which consists
of the right and left 
cerebral hemispheres, is
the site of most conscious
and intelligent activities.
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Peaks of brain plasticity

How neurons communicate
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Graphic by Lou Ann Heller,
Deseret Morning News 

   During peaks of plasticity, the adolescent brain is “wiring” two 
important brain areas: the prefrontal cortex (responsible for 
planning, decision-making, good judgment and impulse control) and the 
hippocampus (involved in memory and learning). During this period of 
development, the brain must make the key neural connections to wire itself 
to become a responsible, thoughtful adult. Alcohol, which acts as a depres-
sant, slows down brain activity and hinders development.

h Brain plasticity

g 
nking 
may 
in 

2005).
Birth 5 years 10 years 15 years 21 years

Neural plasticity refers to the ability of 
circuitry in the brain to physically change 
and grow new dendrites as a result of 
new learning and experiences.    

Drinking alcohol during times 
of peak plasticity can damage 
brain wiring.

“… it has become clear that, during adolescence… the 
brain is highly plastic and shaped by experience….  
Alcohol appears to interfere with the changes in circuitry 
that occur during learning.” 

 

“Teens, through their choices and actions, have the power 
to direct the development of their own brains.”   

“The use of alcohol, by itself or with other drugs, can 
retard the normal growth and development of young 
people.” 

“In sometimes subtle and sometimes dramatic ways, 
underage alcohol use can sidetrack the trajectory of a 
child’s life – or end it.”

’

Our brain is more complex than the world’s most powerful computer.  It is responsible for 
everything we think, see, hear, feel, smell or do.  It even creates and directs all of our 
emotions. The brain is divided into different areas that direct different parts of our body. 
Like a complex computer, all the different parts of the brain can work at the same time – like parallel processing. 

It does this through more than 100 billion brain cells called neurons.  A neuron looks sort of like a tree, with “branches” 
called dendrites, a “trunk” called an axon, and “roots” called axon terminals.  The tip of each “root” contains tiny sacks 
of powerful chemicals called neurotransmitters.  At the top of the “trunk” is a tiny electrical generator called a soma.  

The brain neurons communicate by sending electrical and chemical messages from the “roots” of one neuron to the 
“branches” of another.  If a thought or action is repeated often, the “roots” of one neuron send more chemical, and the 
receiving neuron makes more “branches” to receive it.  The neural connection is strengthened until it begins to look like 
a bushy tree instead of a spindly tree.  It becomes a dominant neural pathway.  

40 percent of our neurons are “wired” at birth. They perform automatic functions such as breathing, heart and lung 
functions, digestion, etc. The other 60 percent are waiting to be stimulated by our learning and experiences to make 
connections or “wiring.”  When we learn new things or do new activities, new “NEURAL CONNECTIONS” are made in our 
brain.  This is referred to as “wiring” our brain.  It is like loading new software into a computer so it can do more things.  
The more neural connections we make, the smarter and more capable we become.  

Dendrites
Receive a message from 
the body and send it to 
the soma (electrical 
generator)

Axon terminals

Axon terminals give 
out a chemical 
message 
(neurotransmitter)

3

4
Soma

Axon (trunk)

Sends an electrical 
impulse down the 
axon to the axon 
terminal Dendrite receptors pick up the 

message and forward it to the soma. 
A neural connection is then made.
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before age 15 used marijuana at some 
time in their life.

likely to use marijuana than those who 
didn’t binge drink.

more likely to use cocaine than those who 
did not drink alcohol.
2008 NH YRBS

 Be aware that studies show kids 
are more at risk for alcohol use 

p.m., while many parents are still at 
work.

 Find ways to check on your kids 
when you are not around, either 
with phone calls, text messaging or 
through a neighbor dropping by.



9

The single most predictive risk for 

underage drinking is if your child’s peers 

drink. Encourage your kids to choose 

friends who support your family values  

and no-alcohol rules.
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Central to the effort to eliminate underage drinking is the 
encouraging news that studies show parent disapproval is the 
No. 1 reason children choose not to drink alcohol. Parents 
empowered can trump peer pressure.
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Teen Health Risk behaviors

Please go to
www.monadnockvoices.org 
for more information on regional 
teen drug use.

Risk and Related Factors
Some behaviors are related to alcohol and substance use 
and are considered “risk” factors. That does not mean the risk 
factor caused them to drink or use drugs; however, they are so
frequently associated that lowering one factor tends to lower 
the others as well.

YouthYY Risk Behavior Surveys (YRBS) were conducted in all six regional high schools in the Monadnock Region in the
Spring 2009. A total of 3,568 students in grades 9 through 12 responded to questions regarding drugs, tobacco, and alcohol. 
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Percentage of Respondents Who Have Ever
Used Other Drugs

Percentage of Respondents Who Say Drugs 
are Easy or Very Easy to Get

% of 9-12 Graders Who Report Behaviors That
Place Them at Increased Risk 

Get D’s or F’s mostly in school 6% 6%

Rarely wore a seat belt 11.4% 12.6%

Were bullied at school 22% 21%

Carried a knife, gun or club to
school 8% 11%

Got in a physical fight in the last 12
months 26% 25%

Never or rarely wore a helmet riding
a bicycle 63% 64%

Have had sexual intercourse 43% 44%

Had sexual intercourse before age 
13 4% 4%

Had sexual intercourse with 4 or 
more people 11% 11%

Forced to have sex 6% 7%

Hit, punched, or hurt on purpose by
boyfriend or girlfriend 8% 9%

Felt so sad or hopeless almost every-
day for two or more weeks (major 
sign of depression)

24% 24%

Made a plan to commit suicide 10% 11%

Drank or used drugs before sex 20% 21%

Used no birth control 8% 8%

New
Hampshire

Monadnock
Region
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Youth across the nation have identified that individual, family, community
and environmental behaviors and attitudes are influential in their belief 

in a positive future for themselves.
What our young people have shared is that caring, supportive relationships 

at individual, family, community, state and national level empower them by
building an environment where they feel valued and believe they can make a 
difference. A sense of purpose and a belief in a positive future are examples
of “positive attitudes and beliefs” that increase the ability of young people to
resist activities or behaviors that may get them into trouble.
 On the previous page we talked about the things that put a young person
at risk. But what helps “protect” our young people? Is there anything we can

do as a family or community member, friend, and/or individual? 
You will see on the charts young people have identified important YY
“protective factors” that can help lower the risk of substance use
and/or abuse.

Healthy Teen Behaviors & Attitudes Associated
with Lower Alcohol or Drug Use
Strong Families + Safe, Supportive Communities = Better Protected Youth

Agree or strongly agree that their family has 
clear rules and standards for their behavior 82 80

Performed community service 39 38

Spent time in a club or organized youth 
activity 40 41

Feel like they matter to people in their com-
munity 43 40

Perceive great risk if they smoke cigarettes 
daily 66 64

Perceive great risk if they smoke marijuana 
occasionally 24 22

Perceive great risk if they drink five or more
alcoholic drinks every weekend 34 33

Think their parents think it is wrong for 
someone their age to drink alcohol 88 86

Believe it is wrong for someone their age to 
drink alcohol regularly 50 47

Think it is wrong for someone their age to
smoke marijuana 58 55

Believe their parents think it is very wrong
for someone their age to smoke cigarettes 87 86

New 
Hampshire

% of 9-12 Graders Who Report
Behaviors that Protect Them

Monadnock
Region

Individual

Family

and young person

Community

making power, shared responsibility and choices

Environment For adults, youth, parents and/or guardians 
interested in knowing more about the 
behavior and attitude factors that protect
young people, please visit 

www.monadnockvoices.org



Cheshire County
Afterschool Network

CCAN

Community and
School Together

C.A.S.T.

www.wgybinnh.com

Funded by  
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Bureau of Drug 
and Alcohol 

Services

Cheshire County 
Chiefs of Police 

Association


