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A guide for parents and carers
Drugs and alcohol














On this page, we’ve got tips for talking to your child about alcohol and drugs. We also outline where you can find help if you’re worried about your child’s drinking or drug use.
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View our guide for young people























It’s normal for teenagers and young adults to experiment, test boundaries and take some risks. Drinking alcohol and trying drugs is one of the ways in which some young people do this. It is common for teenagers to drink alcohol at some point. A smaller number of young people will try illegal drugs, or smoke cigarettes or e-cigarettes (often called ‘vaping’). 

A teenager or young adult might drink alcohol or take drugs for different reasons. They might do it because:

	it makes them feel good in the moment
	it’s a way of having fun or socialising
	they are curious and want to test boundaries or try new things
	they want to fit in with a social group or feel pressure to do it
	it makes them feel more confident
	they want to distract from difficult thoughts or feelings
















As a parent or carer, it’s important to talk to your child or young person about drugs and alcohol. By doing this, you can help them to understand the risks and support them to make safe and healthy choices. In this guide, you’ll find lots of tips to help you. You’ll also find information about where you can get help if you’re worried about your child’s alcohol or drug use.















Understanding the law and the risks 









Some drugs, such as alcohol and nicotine, are legal for people who are 18 or older. Some drugs, such as cannabis and cocaine, are illegal for anyone of any age to have or use. You can find out more about the law around drugs and alcohol on the Government’s website:

	having and using drugs
	alcohol and young people


When someone takes drugs, there is always risk involved. Using alcohol or drugs affects our judgement and decision-making. This can increase the risk of getting into dangerous situations. There is also always a risk of poisoning, having a bad reaction, or drinking or taking too much.

You can find more information about the risks around drinking alcohol, smoking, vaping and taking illegal drugs on the Frank website. Frank also has advice about staying safe from drink spiking.












Go to the Frank website

























How can drugs and alcohol affect mental health?














Drugs and alcohol can have different effects on a young person’s mental health. In the short-term, a young person’s mood might change while they’re drinking or taking drugs. They may feel happy, excited or relaxed. Or they may feel low, worried or on-edge. Afterwards, they might feel tired, anxious or a bit spaced-out.

Over the longer-term, misusing drugs or alcohol can lead to serious mental health issues. Teenagers and young adults may be at greater risk of this because their brains are still developing. For example, some research shows that young people who use cannabis may be at greater risk of developing psychosis. You can find more information about the mental health risks associated with specific drugs on the Frank website.








Drinking or taking drugs can affect a young person’s mental health in different ways:





	









It can make existing mental health issues feel worse. 




This is because our emotions often feel more intense when we’re drinking or taking drugs. We can also feel less able to cope in the hours or days afterwards. This can make issues like anxiety or depression harder to manage.









	









If they're struggling, they may start to use drugs or alcohol to cope with difficult feelings.




Drinking or taking drugs can be a way of numbing or distracting from difficult feelings or thoughts. But while it might sometimes feel like this brings short-term relief, it can make the problem worse over the long-term.









	









Alcohol and drugs may affect them differently if they’re taking medication for their mental health.




Taking drugs with certain medications comes with a risk of serious side effects. Encourage your young person to talk to the GP about this when their medication is prescribed, so they understand the risks. If you’re worried about this, you can speak to the GP yourself. You can also find more information on our medication pages.





















How can I talk to my child about alcohol and drugs?













Have conversations as part of everyday family life












Try to normalise talking about drugs and alcohol in your family. This will help your children to know that they can come to you for information and support when they need it. Treat conversations as an ongoing dialogue, rather than a one-off ‘big chat’.

If your family's views around alcohol or drugs are connected to your faith or culture, you may want to include this in your discussions.

















Talk openly and honestly whenever they start asking questions












Make it clear that it’s okay for them to be curious and to have questions. Let them know you’re happy to answer their questions. You can always tell them you’ll find out the answer if they ask something you don’t know.

















Be curious about what they know












Show interest in their experience. Is alcohol talked about at school, or in their friendship group? What have they heard about alcohol and drugs? Do they know people who drink, or someone who’s tried drugs? What do they think about this? How does it make them feel?

















Be clear about the risks without being judgemental












Explain the risks to your child clearly. This is important for keeping them safe. It also helps them understand why you’re worried about them drinking or trying drugs. They’re more likely to listen if they know that it’s coming from a place of care. Give examples of the risks that come with different drugs and allow them time to respond to these.

















Set boundaries












Put agreements in place around how your child is going to stay safe when they’re going out with their friends. Always make it clear that they can call you if they get into a situation that feels unsafe. 

















Stay calm during conversations












Try to do this even if your child or young person tells you something that worries you. Avoid getting angry, shouting, or telling them they’re ‘bad’ for drinking or trying drugs. If they’re worried that you will be cross, they might become secretive about what they’re doing. Remember, you cannot help to keep them safe if you don’t know what’s going on. If they do come to you, think together about what will help make sure they’re safe.






















How to start a conversation if you’re concerned






It’s important to look out for signs that your child’s drinking or drug use is affecting their mental health or wellbeing. You can find a list of common warning signs further down this page.

If you’re worried, start by gently checking in with them. It might help to do this while you’re out on a walk or doing an activity together. This can help to make it feel like less of a ‘big chat’ and encourage them to open up. Use an ‘I’ phrase like, ‘I’ve noticed that you’ve been drinking more when you go out with your friends, can we have a chat about it?’












Supporting your child to make safe and healthy decisions 














1. Model a healthy relationship with drugs and alcohol












Before they start thinking about drinking or trying drugs themselves, your child or young person will be learning from what they see you doing. Reflect on your own relationship with drugs or alcohol. What messages might you be sending to them?

















2. Do some research so you feel confident and informed 












Things change with each generation. It’s helpful to know what words are used, what the most common drugs are, and where people are getting them. This will help you feel confident when you’re talking about them and setting boundaries. The Frank website is a good place to start.




















3. Support your child to deal with peer pressure












Sometimes, a young person might feel like there is pressure to drink or take drugs when they do not want to. Friends or peers might tell them to do it or make them feel bad if they don’t. They might also feel under pressure to explain why they aren’t joining in. This can be particularly difficult for teenagers and young people, because it’s often a time when ‘fitting in’ feels really important.

Peer pressure can leave someone feeling worried, alone and even unsafe. In this situation, make it clear that:

	there are serious risks involved with drinking or trying drugs
	when it comes to drugs and alcohol, the only person who gets to decide what they do is them
	anyone who’s making them feel this way is not being a good friend
	people who care about us should not push us to do things we’re uncomfortable about
	someone often pressures people to do things when they’re not feeling good about themselves – it says more about the person who is doing the pressuring than it does about them


You can also look at Childline’s guide to being assertive together. This might be helpful when they want to say no but they’re not sure how.

Over time, your child or young person may start to realise that they're spending time with a group of people who often make them feel bad about themselves. Listen to what this is like for them. Encourage them to join groups or clubs for the things they’re interested in. This can help them to meet new friends.

















4. Explore what safe and healthy decisions look like for them












This might include talking about:

	their own thoughts and feelings about alcohol and drugs
	how they can get to know their limits around alcohol, and stay within these
	how they can make choices that are right for them, rather than the choices they think they ‘should’ make
	what kind of people they want to spend time with, and how they want to be treated by their friends
	what they would say if they were offered alcohol or drugs when they didn’t want them
	what they can do and say if they get into a situation which makes them feel uncomfortable or unsafe




















When should I be worried about my child or young person?















It’s normal for teenagers to experiment. Some will drink alcohol or try drugs. But it is not normal for a teenager to:

	drink or take drugs alone
	get very drunk or take drugs frequently
	feel like they ‘need’ alcohol or drugs to cope with social events or other situations


If you’re concerned that your child is using alcohol or drugs to cope, it’s important to get some help as soon as you can. Getting professional support can prevent things from getting worse. It can also support them to find healthier ways of coping. Speaking to a GP and looking into counselling and therapy are two good places to start.









These are some signs that could mean your child or young person is developing a more serious problem:

	they are drinking alcohol or taking drugs frequently
	their drug or alcohol use causes changes in their mood – for example by making them more irritable, tired, anxious, low or agitated
	they are experiencing other mental health issues such as anxiety or low-mood
	they are losing interest in the things they used to do, including hobbies or schoolwork
	they have become secretive about what they’re doing, or money or alcohol is regularly going missing
	they build up a tolerance, which means they need to have more and more to feel the effect
	once they start drinking or taking a drug, they find it difficult to stop and often end up drinking or taking a lot
	they feel like they ‘need’ to drink or take drugs to cope


If your child is experiencing these things, you need to get specialist help as soon as possible.













Where to get help for alcohol and drug problems









Each local area has their own drug and alcohol service. Each service offers different types of support and treatment. This often includes things like counselling, recovery plans and family support. If your child or young person is under 18, this service might be at their local NHS mental health team for young people (known as CAMHS).

The first step to accessing alcohol and drug services is usually to make an appointment with a GP. The GP can discuss what’s happening and refer your child or young person to the right place.

Depending on where you live, your child or young person may be able to refer themselves to CAMHS, or to their local drug and alcohol service. You can find out whether this is possible on the service’s website. They may also be able to join peer support groups. You can find details about support groups at the end of this page.

























Finding local drug and alcohol services 










These directories provide a list of drug and alcohol services near you:

- FRANK service directory, for people in England

- Scottish Drug Services Directory

- DAN 24/7, for people in Wales

- Drugs and alcohol Northern Ireland 












Getting help in an emergency










If your child or young person needs urgent help after taking drugs or drinking alcohol, call 999 for an ambulance straightaway.

If you are worried that your child or young person is feeling suicidal, or is not safe, they need urgent help. You can find out who to contact on our urgent help page. You can also find information and advice about suicidal thoughts in our guide for parents and carers.













Looking after yourself









If your child is going through an alcohol or drug problem, it can be a scary and isolating situation to navigate. It’s important to recognise the ways in which it’s affecting you and make time for your own self-care. When your child or young person is struggling, it doesn’t mean you’ve done something wrong. Be kind to yourself. Keep in mind all you’re doing to help them. And remember, they can come out the other side and feel okay again.

If you need some support, you can:

	talk to trusted friends and family members, and ask them for help
	reach out to other parents who've been through this
	speak to your GP about getting counselling support for yourself
	call the Samaritans anytime on 116 123 if you need to talk
	speak to any of the organisations listed below




























Useful helplines and websites







While we take care to ensure that the organisations we signpost to provide high quality information and advice, we cannot take responsibility for any specific pieces of advice they may offer. We encourage parents and carers to always explore the website of a linked service or organisation to understand who they are and what support they offer before engaging with them.













	



YoungMinds Parents Helpline










We support parents and carers who are concerned about their child or young person's mental health. Our Parents Helpline provides detailed advice and information, emotional support and signposting.

You can speak to us over the phone or chat to us online.

You can speak to us over webchat between 9.30am and 4pm from Monday-Friday. When we’re closed, you can still leave us a message in the chat. We’ll reply to you by email in 3-5 working days.



	Opening times:
	9.30am-4pm, Monday-Friday





0808 802 5544










Parents Helpline








	



Frank










Provides honest information about drugs and alcohol.

Live chat service also available (2pm - 6pm, 7 days a week).

Find information on accessibility, confidentiality and cost.



	Opening times:
	24/7





0300 123 6600



82111



frank@talktofrank.com















Talk to Frank








	



Al-Anon Family Groups










Support for anyone whose life is, or has been, affected by someone else’s drinking. You can call the helpline for support, or find a local support meeting. You can also find meetings for 12-17 year-olds. 



	Opening times:
	10am - 10pm, 365 days a year





0800 0086 811



helpline@al-anonuk.org.uk















Al-Anon Family Groups








	



DrugFAM










Support for families, friends and partners affected or bereaved by a loved one's use of drugs, alcohol or gambling.

You can contact them by email using their online form.



	Opening times:
	 9am - 9pm, 7 days a week, 365 days a year





0300 888 3853















DrugFAM








	



Adfam










Support for adults affected by a loved one’s drug or alcohol use. You can find information and advice on their website. They also provide 1:1 support sessions.



admin@adfam.org.uk















Adfam








	



We Are With You










Offers free, confidential support for anyone worried about someone else's drinking or drug use. 

Free webchat service available.















We Are With You








	



Drink Aware










Provide support, information and advice about the impact of alcohol on you, your family or friends.

Free webchat service available (hours vary).



	Opening times:
	9am - 8pm, Monday - Friday; 11am - 4pm, weekends





0300 123 1110















Drinkaware








	



Release










Non-judgmental, specialist advice on drugs and drugs law.

Outside of opening hours, a message service is available 24 hours a day. Release will return your call within one business day.



	Opening times:
	11am - 1pm and 2pm - 4pm, Monday to Friday. 





020 7324 2989



ask@release.org.uk















Release








	



Alcoholics Anonymous










Offers local support groups for people to share their experiences and solve their problem of alcoholism. 



	Opening times:
	24/7





08009177650



help@aamail.org















Alcoholics Anonymous








	



Narcotics Anonymous










Provides information for anyone who needs support and advice about drug addiction.



	Opening times:
	10am - midnight, seven days a week





0300 999 1212















Narcotics Anonymous








	



Nacoa










Provides information, advice and support for anyone affected by a parent’s drinking.



0800 358 3456



helpline@Nacoa.org.uk















Nacoa









































This page was reviewed in February 2024.

It was created with insights from parents and carers with lived experience of supporting their child or young person with alcohol and drugs.

We will next review the page in 2027.

YoungMinds is a proud member of PIF TICK – the UK's quality mark for trusted health information.























Help us improve our content












Whether you love the page or think something is missing, we appreciate your feedback. It all helps us to support more young people with their mental health.

Please be aware that this form isn’t a mental health support service. If your child is in crisis right now and you want to talk to someone urgently, find out who to contact on our urgent help page.






 






All fields marked with an asterisk (*) are required to submit this form.











Which page are you providing feedback for? *

Please copy and paste the page link here.









Why did you visit this page? 



For my child's mental health
For my own mental health
For someone else's mental health
For professional or educational purposes
Other











Tell us your feedback: *

Please do not include personal details. This is not a mental health support service and you will not receive a reply.













Please note:

This form is not a mental health support service. We cannot reply to this. If you or your child are at immediate risk of harm, call 999 and ask for an ambulance or go to your nearest A&E. If you are worried about your child’s mental health, call our Parents Helpline on 0808 802 5544, Mon-Fri, 9:30am – 4pm. If you are struggling with your own mental health, call Samaritans on 116 123.
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At YoungMinds we take your privacy seriously. If you’d like to read more about how we keep the information we collect safe, take a look at our privacy policy.
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