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Fermented beverages containing alcohol
have been consumed as far back in history
as records exist. Today alcohol is still the
most widely used drug in the world, with
every major society using alcohol in some
form or other. Use in America is such that
the legal alcoholic beverage industry
grosses over $12 billion in sales each year.

Alcohol misuse also presents the greatest
drug problem in the U.S. today. Between 6
and 10 million Americans are considered
alcoholics — and 3 million of them are
teenagers. “A great many more people are
heavy drinkers — that is, they drink daily
and become drunk several times a week. A
few of the problems that alcoholism pre-
sents to society are the deaths and injuries
which result from drunken driving; the mil-
lions of person-hours of absenteeism from
work; loss of jobs by alcoholics; crimes and
child-abuse associated with problem drink-
ing; death and disability from cirrhosis of
the liver (the 6th major cause of death in
America); and chronic psychosis due to
alcoholic brain damage which accounts for
some 20% of the patients in state mental
hospitals.”

What is alcohol?

Alcohol is a central nervous system
depressant — it slows down the body’s
functions and its effects are similar to those
of a general anesthetic. Ethyl alcohol (etha-
nol) is the active ingredient in all alcoholic
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“It seems like every kid drinks now —
nobody thinks it’s a big deal to want
to go out and get drunk. | think it's
really sad.”

Girl, 16
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drinks. If you take any alcoholic beverage
(whiskey, vodka, beer, etc.) and remove
the ingredients that give it taste and color,
you get ethyl alcohol. Remove the water
from ethyl alcohol and you get ether. Ether
is an anesthetic that works on the brain and
puts it to sleep. The same symptoms a
surgical patient experiences under ether —
dryness in the mouth, euphoria, excite-
ment, nausea — are those experienced by
aperson drinking alcohol. To get drunkis to
overdose on the drug alcohol.

There is a common misunderstanding
about the different forms of alcohol and
their effects. Parents who feel less con-

cerned about their children drinking beer or
wine need to be aware of the following —

Each of these “social drinks™ contain
roughly the same amounts of alcohol:

® 4 ounce glass of table wine (12% alcohol)
® 12 ounce can of light beer (4% alcohol)

® 1 ounce vodka, on ice (100 proof or 50%
alcohol)

® 4 ounce glass of champagne (24 proof or
12% alcohol)

® 1Y, ounce “shot" of whiskey (80 proof or
40% alcohol)

® 172 ounce glass of aperitif liquor (25%
alcohol)

(cont. on pg. 4)



Alcohol & Teenagers: An Interview

The following interview is with

Dr. Donald lan Macdonald, Administrator,

]

Alcohol, Drug Abuse and Mental Health Administration,

Washington, D.C.

Alcohol is America’s drug of choice.
How serious is America’s alcohol
problem?

It is serious in a number of ways. It is se-
rious in terms of deaths — mainly highway
deaths. It is estimated that 2 years ago
25,000 Americans died on our roads — with
8,000 young people involved in those acci-
dents. It's @ major concern related to its
dollar costs — a recent survey estimated
$69 billion per year in alcohol costs. These
costs were related to treatment, lost time,
etc. Not included in that figure are costs
related to family suffering ranging from poor
relationships and neglect to child and
spouse abuse.

What's happening with young people?
We hear that drug use is on the decline
with teenagers. What about alcohol
use?

We have some indications that over the last
few years alcohol use among kids is declin-
ing. The improvement has happened with
an increasing national awareness of teen-
age drug and alcohol problems. In the class
of 1984, high school seniors, 4.8% admit-
ted to daily drinking. That's a considerable
improvement from the high point of 6.9% in
1979. One of the problems we're most con-
cerned about is binge drinking — having 5
or more drinks on one occasion. The survey
question asked ‘How many of you have had
5 or more drinks on one occasion within the
last 2 weeks?’ The response in the 1984
survey falls under 40% for the first time.

“l started drinking when | was 12. |
used to take alcohol from my Mom
and sit in my house and drink till |
passed out. Girl, 16

When asked how many of you have had 5
or more drinks, 3 or more times in the last 2
weeks — high school boys admitted to 26%
— a shockingly high number. Not so shock-
ing to young people when you ask them
what's going on — they say that's the way it
is.

Does alcohol affect young people dif-
ferently than it does adults?

Yes. It affects them in a way related to
reduced body size, so that a 12 year old
who is drinking distributes an ounce of alco-
hol over a smaller body area, and tends to
have more trouble with intoxication. It
affects them in a developmental way in that
the euphoria that comes with psychoactive

compounds is more frequently used by
young people to deal with problems of life.
One part of adolescence is learning about
yourself through experimentation. So the
young person who may begin what seems
to him a normal experiment is frequently
trapped in a cycle of chemical dependency
that can lead to death. So, we're concerned
about young people drinking because of
body size, immature endocrine systems
and developmental immaturity.

One of the public policy issues that has
come before the state legislatures, this
year and next year, is the legal drinking
age. Why is there a legal drinking age?

The reason for the legal drinking age is
protection of citizens, particularly people
who travel the highways. The nation wide
effort to raise the drinking age is due to the
high rate of accidents involving intoxicated
young people. One reason often given in
defense of a lower drinking age is that if
young people can go to war they should
have rights to do other adult things. As-a
pediatrician, | have to say that there are
developmental norms that have to be
passed before people reach full maturity. A
3-year old should not cross the street and a
7-year old should not drive. And the age
you give people full permission to engage in
adult behavior should depend on their level
of maturity. By waiting until age 21 many
seem to do better.

The urge to try the “gateway” drugs —
alcohol, marijuana and tobacco — may be
very strong in young children. The age that
most people begin their lifelong addiction to
tobacco is in middle school. In looking at the
numbersit's very clear that if you could hold
off any use of these substances until age
21, long term involvement becomes less
likely.

The issue of alcohol and drugs — parti-
cularly alcohol — seems to affect us at
all levels of government — federal,
state, local communities, parents and
families. What is the hierarchy in dealing
with the issue of kids and alcohol?

The child himself makes the decision
whether to experiment or not. Those people
closest to him influence him most. The main
support systems in adolescence continue
to be parents and peer group. Support, or
non-support, is also received from his
school and government. Major changes
have been seen when parents movements
address the issues of what is normal for
kids — do we have to accept drunkenness
and drug use as a normal phase of adoles-
cence? Parents who mobilized and enlisted
legal and school authorities in their efforts
did very well.
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A student once said to me “You're missing
the point. Most of us don’t want to be stoned
or drunk, but we're not given a lot of op-
tions.” What kids have asked for, and we
haven't paid enou?h attention to them, is
support in their efforts to stay drug free.
Alcohol-free graduation nights have been
appreciated by kids. We all need to work
together, but | would put the focus on the
kids and the parents.

“l think that alcohol is something
you do when you feel lonely or you
are going through problems and you
think that getting drunk or just
drinking a little will help you escape
the way you feel.” Boy, 15

How about prevention?

T'organize my thinking around what I'calfthe
4 A’s of Prevention. The first Ais Age — we
need to give special consideration to chil-
dren because of their growth and develop-
mental immaturity. The 2nd A is Accept-
ance or Attitude. If we as adults accept
drunkenness as funny and intoxication as a
part of life, we can expect kids to be in-
volved. The 3rd A is Awareness — the
awareness of risks. The more kids know
about the risks of chemicals, both legal and
medical, the less they are likely to use. The
4th A is Availability. The regular drinker or
the social drinker can find alcohol easily —
it's not hard to get. But the non-drinker, the
one we can do the most for, is put in a
difficult position if alcohol is available at
every party he or she attends. We can have
keg-free parties and grad nights without
alcohol — situtations where young people
can grow to full maturity without having to
make dangerous decisions. Very few of
these non-using kids will go out of their way
to look for alcohol.

As adoctor and a father, what would you
recommend to a parent who said my
teenage daughter came home drunk.
How should they react? What should
they do?

| think the first reaction might be relief that
she came home drunk and not dead. |
would hug her and love her and tell her
you're glad she’s home and make sure tha
she gets safely to bed. When she is in bed)
parents need to discuss the problem and
how they are going to deal with it in the
morning. In the morning, when the child is
sober, it must be made clear that drunken-
ness is unacceptable behavior and that as
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concerned parents they have to re-
examine their attitudes toward the child.
The child has accepted parental permis-
sion to engage in certain social activities
and obviously she’s not handled them very
well. Itis a firm but loving statement to the
child about her parent's concern for her and
her future; that it is their responsibility to
curtail unacceptable behavior.

Should they teach her to drink respons-
ibly within the home? I've heard people
say that they let their children drink at
home so they can learn how to handle it.

I don't go along with that. The concept of
responsible drinking, to most people,
means teaching kids how to drink by giving
them a little sip now and then. | would put
that in the same class as teaching kids
responsible sex by having them experiment
at home under parental supervision. Re-
sponsible drinking, and responsible sex,
are taught by the parents by example. Inthe
case of both these important decisions, re-
sponsibility implies being old enough to
make a decision in the light of, not only the
law, but your own developmental maturity.

What is your reaction to the parent who
says'‘My son or daughter is only drink-
ing a couple of beers.” What is accept-
am'e, for an adolescent, a 16 or 17 year
old?

None is the acceptable level for a 16 or 17
year old. Obviously 17 is better than 13, but
most 17 year olders are still not functionally
mature. The 17 year older who is accept-
ably mature to drink — there are obviously
some 17 year olds with their heads on bet-
ter than others — should consider the ‘'my
brother's keeper' angle. The mature 17
year old has a responsibility, not only be-
cause of the law, to remain abstinent as an
example. To the parents I'd say that the
child who admits to 2 drinks is usually in-
volved with more. It is often the tip of the
iceberg effect— what you see is not always
what is there, and I'd treat it as a very
serious sign.

Let’s take the family that’s been through
the whole cycle. They have had the inci-
dence of their child’s coming home
drunk, of a DWI or auto accident. The
child has survived, but obviouslx
there’s a problem. What should they do?

They should do whatever they have to do to
save the child. You've described some
pretty serious offenses, and | guess the
bottom line is that the child has to get off
alcohol. What we're trying to do is not only
raise kids who are alcohol-free, but children

I started drinking at 7 years old. | was
drinking at all times of the day and
have really damaged my life, physi-
cally, mentally and spiritually.”
Boy, 18

who feel good about themselves and can
live up to their potentials. Thatis not likely to
happen if they continue to use drugs and
alcohol. You have to use whatever method
works. Maybe having a talk and expressing
your concern will be enough. You may have
to organize or join a parent group that gives

the child peer support and parental support.
Educational programs and counselling are
available. The most mistakes are made in
waiting too long.

I’ve heard Dr. Robert DuPont, and
others, propose 4 drug-free zones in our
society: car, school, workplace and
home. What is your reaction to this? Is it
a possibility that we can provide some
sort of safe passage through the teen-
age years by focusing on these 4 areas?

Yes, | think those are well stated and do-
able. The car is the one | hope we can do
the quickest. Very few states today have a
rule, that | always believed was the law
when | was growing up, that you can't have
an open container of alcohol in the car. And
| can really see no excuse for any state not
to have such a restriction. The school
should be the same. Obviously we should
not tolerate alcohol in or around school.
We're making efforts in the workplace also,
with great help from companies like Gener-
al Motors, who understand that employee
assistance programs are cost beneficial.
Not just in terms of lost days and broken
equipment, but in employee loyalty. In the
home, again, the parents have a responsi-
bility by their own lifestyle to convey the
message to their kids. Parents who drink
moderately and show no intoxication give
entirely different messages than those
parents who do become Intoxicated on a
regular or irregular basis. Children watch
what their parents do.

If alcohol were invented today, would it
be legal? Or would it fall in the category
of heroin, cocaine, etc.?

| think it would fall into that category. It
would be very hard to justify it. And the
more you read about it — even the casual
drinker should be worried — we know that
there is memory ioss in the intoxicated alco-
holic, but we're starting to show some of
that in the casual drinker too.

Thank you, Dr. Macdonald.
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“Iwould like to see the legal drinking
age raised to 21 or possibly 25, and
higher stipulations placed on the
breaking of this law.”

Boy, 19
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EPIDEMIC is published to inform and benefit |
the parents of teenagers and their families. To §
better serve you, we'd like to hear your com-
ments on past issues and suggestions for fu-
ture stories. Please take the time to write us —
use a separate sheet of paper if you wish.

Subscription & Information

EPIDEMIC is published by Straight Inc.

as 'a community service and depends on
the support of families and friends of Straight.
Your $10 donation will be applied to a one year
subscription and will also enable us to reach
other parents and families.

"1Enclosed is my $10 donation.

[ Please send me information on Straight, Inc

[ Please add the following name to your EPIDEMIC
mailing list.
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