
   
 

   
 

Evidence Briefing – Children & Young People (Aged 5-24) 
 
Need to Know 
 

• Adolescence represents a period of vulnerability to alcohol and drug use issues and related 
harm. 

• The earlier a young person begins alcohol or drug use, the more likely they are to develop 
alcohol and drug issues later in life.  

• Those with greater number of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) may have a higher 
risk of developing certain problems later in life including issues around alcohol or drug use. 

• Care-experienced children and children whose parents have issues with alcohol and/or drug 
use are particularly vulnerable groups. 

 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
 
Key Findings  
 

• Successful preventative interventions engage children and young people in their design and 
development. 

• Sessions for children and young people need to be interactive. Lectures that primarily 
provide information are ineffective for most. 

• A focus on developing protective skills, values and attitudes is effective · Fear arousal does 
not prevent alcohol and drug use in children and young people. 

• The individuals delivering an approach – teachers, psychologists, mentors, peers – need on-
going, high-quality training and support and where possible have clear alcohol and drug 
policies in place to deal with any alcohol and drug incidents.  

• One intervention approach might not fit all. The age, developmental stage, circumstances 
and needs of each child or young person within a targeted group need to be considered 
when designing and delivering a prevention programme. 

 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Good Practice  
 

• Triple P Positive Parenting Programme  

• Children Harmed by Alcohol Toolkit (C.H.A.T.) 

• Rory resource pack 

• LifeSkills Programme 

• Talk About Alcohol teacher workbook   

• Speakeasy Programme  

• Mellow Ready  

• Adult Adverse Childhood Experiences Recovery Toolkit (AACEs RTK):  

• Decider Skills (delivered in partnership by SHBBV Team and CAMHS) 

• Planet Youth  
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Potential Stakeholders  
 



   
 

   
 

• Families and children  

• Education services 
• Colleges and universities 
• Social workers, youth workers  

• Police Scotland  

• Young people 

• Employers 

• Allied health professionals  

• Primary care, acute care and youth health services 

• Housing services 

• Third sector service 
 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Introduction  
 
This is a briefing on what works for children and young people in preventing alcohol and drug 
use and related harm. It relates to interventions for individuals between the age of 5 and 24. 
However, it is important to note that there is a large cross over between this and the briefing on 
pre-birth, infancy and early years, as well as some crossover with the adults briefing. 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
Context 
 
Alcohol consumption and drug use among 15 year olds in Scotland has been declining since the 
early 2000s. Overall, drinking in the last week remains more common (20%) than drug use in 
the last month (12%).1. Nevertheless, adolescence represents a period of vulnerability to issues 
with alcohol and drug use, characterised by high impulsivity and strong peer influence. Young 
people are particularly at risk during transitional periods of their lives, such as leaving school, 
moving into sixth year or college or leaving home. 
 

• 37% of 13 year olds reported they had had an alcoholic drink (a ‘proper alcoholic drink a 
whole drink, not just a sip’). A 6% increase on 2013 1 

• 74% of 15 year olds reported they had had an alcoholic drink (a ‘proper alcoholic drink – 
a whole drink, not just a sip’) . A 4% increase on 2018 1 

• 79% of 15 year olds thought it was ‘ok’ for someone their age to ‘try drinking alcohol to 
see what it’s like.’1 

• There were 213 per 100,000, 11-25 year olds admitted to hospital for alcohol related 
issues, in NHS Tayside. (3 year aggregate 2017-2020) The total, all ages Alcohol related 
admissions was 507 per 100,000. 48 

• 70% of 15 year olds said they had ever been drunk1 

• 12% of 15 year olds reported using drugs in the last month. A 5% increase on 2013.1 
• 50% of 15 year olds reported they had been offered drugs. 20% increase on 20131 

• 34% of 15 year olds felt it was ‘ok’ for someone their age to ‘try taking cannabis to see 
what it’s like’, a 21% increase on 20131 

• 51% of 15 year olds reported that it would be ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ easy to get illegal drugs if 
they wanted to. 17% Increase on 2013. 4% higher than Scotland 1 



   
 

   
 

• Dundee City Council area has the 2nd highest rate of teenage (<20) pregnancy in 
Scotland. (2019) 49 

 
 
Early use  
 

The earlier a young person begins alcohol or drug use, the more likely they are to develop 
issues with use later in life. Delaying the onset of alcohol and drug use is therefore an important 
part of prevention. The age at which children and young people in Scotland initiate alcohol and 
drug use has gradually increased over the last couple of decades, however this positive 
development has stagnated in recent years. In 2018, the average age of first alcohol use in 
Scotland was 13.3. The first time they got drunk was slightly later at 13.8. 6% of 13 year olds 
and 11% of 15 year old have reported ever using drugs.2  
 
47.8% of respondents to a 2022, Dundee Health & Wellbeing Survey50 of 2nd and 4th year pupils, 
said that they had had a “proper alcoholic drink, not a sip or low alcohol.” 10% said they drank 
“once or twice a month.” Almost 12% said they had never been drunk. Alcopops, spirits and 
Cider were named as the most common, regularly consumed drinks. 26.3% of those who had 
access to alcohol, said they got it from home, family or friends. 30% of respondents said they 
were allowed to drink at home sometimes. 15.8% of respondents said their parent had bought 
them alcohol. The most common venues for the consumption of alcohol were ‘a party with 
friends’ (20.4%), ‘Someone else’s home’ (22.6%) and ‘my own home’ (26.8%). 
 
Respondents did not report significantly high figures around drug use, with only 7.7% reporting 
substance use in the last year and 10.3% reporting ever using a substance. More concerning is 
the range of substances used, with roughly equal figures (around 1.5% of respondents) 
reporting using; solvents, amphetamines, ecstasy, cyroban, heroin, ketamine and LSD. 7.3% 
reported cannabis use, 2.8% cocaine and 2.4% reporting using magic mushrooms 

1.8% and 1.2% reported using Diet and Tanning products, respectively and a further 1.5% 
reporting steroid use..50 
 
 
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)  
 
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are “stressful experiences occurring during childhood”3. 

ACEs include physical, verbal or sexual abuse, domestic violence, parental separation, parental 
mental health problems and parental issues with alcohol or drug use. Exposure to ACEs “can 
alter how children’s brains develop as well as changing the development of their immunological 
and hormonal systems”4 .Those with greater exposure to ACEs stand an increased chance of 
developing health-harming and anti-social behaviors, often during adolescence, including risky 
single session drinking (drinking too much too quickly) and drug use5 . Compared with people 
with no ACEs, those with four or more ACEs are: 
 

• 4 times more likely to be a high-risk drinker6 

• 11 times more likely to have smoked cannabis7  

• 16 times more likely to have used crack cocaine or heroin8  

• 20 times more likely to have been incarcerated9  
 
Care-experienced children – those in the care of their local authority – present a particularly 
vulnerable group. They have commonly been exposed to very high rates of Adverse Childhood 



   
 

   
 

Experiences (ACEs) 10 and have poorer health behaviors around alcohol and drug use than the 
general population. 11  
 
 
Parental problem alcohol and drug use  
 
Parents with alcohol and/or drug use issues are a considerable concern in Scotland including in 
Dundee. In 2017, parental issue with alcohol or drug use was a factor in 37% of cases in which 
a child was added to a child protection register in Scotland.12  

• Child protection with parental alcohol misuse in NHS Tayside 2020 8 per 100,000  
• Child protection with parental drug and alcohol misuse in NHS Tayside, 2020, 15 per 

100,000 
 
Parental issues with alcohol and drug use is considered to be an Adverse Childhood Experience 
(see section above) and can negatively affect multiple areas of a child’s life as well as their 
outcomes.14  In particular, children whose parents have issues with alcohol use are more likely 
to start drinking earlier and use alcohol as a coping strategy. 15 Risks for children are 
exacerbated when parental issues with alcohol and drug use is accompanied by parental mental 
health issues or domestic violence, both of which can often co-occur with alcohol and drug 
use.16  Further risk factors include socioeconomic disadvantage, housing, social exclusion and 
unemployment.17 Parental issues with alcohol and drug use can greatly affect parenting, 
relationships and attachment between parents and children and these issues sometimes affect 
children more than the alcohol and drug use itself.18 
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