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Patterns of alcohol use among young people

Alcohol use is common among young people in Australia, with 60% of 15-16 year olds and 85% of 17-18 years olds reporting that they have consumed alcohol in the past month.

Adolescence is typically the time when most people are introduced to alcohol.  Most adolescents begin experimenting with alcohol at approximately 14-15 years of age and by the age of 14 years 90 per cent of Australian adolescents have tried a full glass of alcohol, and 95 per cent of 17 year olds have tried a full glass. 

A significant minority of these young people quickly progress to regular alcohol consumption. A recent large-scale survey found that 20 per cent of males and 17 per cent of females aged 14-17 years were classified as regular weekly drinkers.
Guidelines for alcohol consumption and young people 

The risk of alcohol use can vary according to factors such as gender, age and health status.  The Australian Alcohol Guidelines (http://www.alcohol.gov.au/guidelines/summary.htm) provide guidelines for alcohol consumption for a range of different population groups, including men, women, people with specific health conditions and people of different ages.  There are specific guidelines (http://www.alcohol.gov.au/guidelines/groups.htm#guideline10) which are designed for young people aged up to 18 years.
Alcohol consumption guidelines are usually provided in terms of standard drinks (http://www.alcohol.gov.au/guidelines/standard.htm). This is a drink containing 10 grams of alcohol.  It is not always easy to determine how much alcohol is in a drink from its size or appearance but pre-
package drinks contain information on the packaging on the number of standard drinks they contain.  A standard drinks conversion guide (http://www.alcohol.gov.au/guidelines/pdf/drinksguide.pdf) can be useful for comparing the alcohol content of different types of drink.
Risk drinking and young people
While many young people consume alcohol without experiencing harmful health or social effects, there is a high rate of risk drinking among young people.
The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) has found that 35% of young people aged 14-17 years report drinking at risky or high-risk levels in the short term.  The National Drug Research Institute (NDRI) reports that between 78% to 85% of adolescent alcohol consumption is at a risky or high-risk level for acute harm. 

The NDRI report provides some evidence that the rate of short term risk drinking among young people is growing, although the trend for longer term risk drinking is less clear.
Problems associated with youth alcohol misuse
Alcohol is a major cause of mortality and morbidity among young Australians. The misuse of alcohol can cause a range of adverse health and social impacts on young people, their families and their communities. These include increased rates of violence, motor vehicle accidents, drowning, injuries, and assault (including sexual assault).  Alcohol misuse is also related to long term health problems, such as liver damage and depression and memory lapses.
Young people account for a significant proportion of alcohol-related injuries.  For example, people aged between 15 and 24 account for over 50% of all alcohol-related road injuries and 32% of all admissions to hospital due to alcohol-related injuries.

While moderate alcohol use in adults has been shown to provide some health benefits, such as a reduction in cardiovascular disease, there is no evidence to support these protective health effects in young people.  Mortality associated with alcohol use in young people rises in line with consumption and there is no recommended safe level of alcohol consumption for people under the age of 18.

Research has shown that young people are more vulnerable than adults to alcohol-related harms and are less able to assess the risks associated with the inappropriate consumption of alcohol.  As there is a strong association between the level of alcohol use and the level of violence experienced by young people, young people who drink alcohol are at particular risk of alcohol-related violence 

There are specific sub-groups of young people who experience higher than average rates of risk drinking. These include: 

· Indigenous youth (young Indigenous Australians are more than twice as likely as their non-Indigenous peers to die from alcohol-related causes), 

· Young males (males are four times more likely than females to die from alcohol-related causes); and 
· Young people living in non-metropolitan areas (young people in rural and regional areas at a higher risk of death from alcohol-related causes than young people in cities).
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Want to know more?


The Australian Government's information site where you will find information on alcohol-related health, science, news, and Australian Government policy is available online at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.alcohol.gov.au/index.htm" ��http://www.alcohol.gov.au/index.htm�


or


� HYPERLINK "http://www.rethinkingdrinking.org.au" ��http://www.rethinkingdrinking.org.au� 
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