Talking about risky behaviour

TALK ABOUT...

ALCOHOL, DRUGS, TOBACCO AND GAMBLING
ADVICE FOR PARENTS, GUARDIANS AND FAMILIES
Children will often follow the example set by the adults
responsible for looking after them, so it’s normal for them to
become curious about alcohol, drugs, tobacco and gambling
from an early age.
You will know when it’s the right time to talk about these issues,
but it isn’t unusual to start to have these discussions from
pre-school age.

Have an open, honest relationship
Be honest with your child. If you drank alcohol underage or smoked,
explain to them why this wasn’t the safest option when you were
younger. As an adult, you can make decisions about your own health
and wellbeing, but younger bodies are still developing so they’re
more likely to follow the example and guidance you give them.
Encourage them to be honest with you if you are honest with them,
but be prepared to stay calm if they tell you they have done
something risky, such as tried drugs. Explain that you appreciate
their honesty and talk about why the choices they made could have
been dangerous.
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Pre-school and ages 5-7: you can introduce the topic of

drugs by talking about medicines. Explain to them that some
medicines the doctor gives us will make us feel better if we’re
unwell, but there are some substances that can be harmful to us.
Give them small bits of information about drugs and repeat it if
you need to.

Ages 8-10: by this age, children are more likely to understand

about alcohol, drugs, tobacco and gambling from what they have
seen in T.V programmes and films. If you feel it’s appropriate start
an open-ended conversation about these topics. Try not to preach
your opinion too strongly and allow them to express what they
know and their thoughts on them.

Ages 11-18: it’s more important than ever to keep

lines of communication open by this age. Teenagers are trying to
establish their identity and might be struggling with some difficult
decisions they’re faced with. As a result of this they might turn to
alcohol, drugs, tobacco or gambling as an outlet for the way they’re
feeling. Make sure you’re there to talk about these issues with
them.

As well as this, young people deal with pressure from all around
them. Being persuaded to do something by other people,
pressure from their friends who they want to impress, pressure
to fit in, or just a curiosity to try something new.
This is a time when they’re most likely to try alcohol, drugs,
tobacco or gambling to help them cope, and might turn to you
for guidance on what’s the ‘right’ thing to do.

Choose the right time
You don’t need to wait for your child to come to you if they have
questions about alcohol, drugs, tobacco or gambling. You can look
for triggers to start the conversation; perhaps a storyline in a T.V
show, or an article in the news.
Discussing alcohol, drugs, tobacco or gambling can be awkward for
both you and your child. They might be reluctant or embarrassed to
tell you something so choose a suitable moment to start discussing
it when your attention can be fully on that topic; not as they’re
about to walk out of the door or in the middle of an argument.
Do your homework so you’re prepared for questions they ask. If you
don’t know the answer to a particular question, you can usually find
out online. Don’t leave them wondering if they ask you something.

Support
Encourage confidence in your child and help build their self-esteem
and resilience so they feel self-assured to stand up against pressure.
They may be less likely to feel the need to impress their friends or
fit in with a group.
Get to know who
your child socialises
with, and if possible,
introduce yourself to
their parents to help
encourage healthy
friendships.

Establish boundaries
Children and teenagers will always test the rules, it’s is a natural
part of their growth, but it’s important to establish boundaries with
them. This could be something simple such as a curfew in the
evening, or something more serious like asking them not to drink
alcohol at a party.
Once they know your expectations of them, they need to
understand what the consequences will be if they don’t respect
what has been asked. The next step is make sure you follow through
with those consequences. That way they can learn that you’re
serious about establishing boundaries.
Everybody has different perceptions of what they feel is risky
behaviour. Some adults may feel that drinking underage at a family
party is okay, as long as they are supervised. Others may believe
that a child or teenager taking part in any kind of gambling activity
is dangerous. This is why it is so important to set guidelines of what
you feel is acceptable behaviour.
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It’s not unusual for
young people to take
risks. During their
teenage years they’re
more likely to behave
impulsively and struggle
to foresee the
consequences of their
actions because that
part of their brain is
still developing until their 20’s.

