2005: Underage drinking in Britain 'among the worst in the world'

British teenagers are among the worst in the world for binge drinking. 

A study has shown that Britain has the fourth highest levels of underage drinking among 15-year-olds. Alcohol is a well-established part of today’s society, with both teens and adults succumbing to its effects. 

Cinema has helped project this image. This almost positive impression has created the idea that alcohol and fun go hand-in-hand. Drinking has become a weekend ritual, motivated by the need to have fun at all costs.

It’s a fact that drinking alcohol is a recognised means of social interaction, as it encourages people to be sociable and overcome shyness and fears. Taken in moderation, alcohol reduces tension, loosens inhibitions and provokes a sense of well-being. However, when consumed to excess, alcohol becomes a larger issue, endangering not only individual development, but social development as well. Alcohol is the cause of 2.5 million deaths every year.

Different surveys show that although 18 is the legal age to buy alcohol in the UK, every week several under-age teens drink beer or cocktails. On average, English teenagers have their parents’ permission to drink by the age of 13. Studies show that many children buy alcohol with their parents’ permission. The reports reveal that 50% of respondents were given their first alcoholic drink by their parents. Most of British parents understand the importance of discussing the dangers of alcohol with their children. However, many British adults admit that they themselves aren’t even really sure of the actual adverse effects of alcoholism. Also this lack of awareness regarding mental effects and the negative influence on health has helped alcohol become one of Britain’s biggest problems.

Besides health problems, alcohol abuse also has an effect on sexual health and teen pregnancy rates. 

2016: The rise of the young non-drinkers

UK teenagers might have a reputation for binge drinking, but in reality the number of young people consuming alcohol has declined sharply. Why?

"There is nothing that says you can't go out and have fun without a drink," says Liam Brooks, 18. Since November he's been old enough to buy alcohol legally in pubs, but he's never touched a drop. "It's an idea the media has that every 18-year-old goes out and gets drunk. Maybe people in the previous generation did. But nowadays, most people go out simply to hang out." It was the sight of intoxicated older people that helped put Liam off drinking for life. One occasion when he had to put his parents' drunk friends to bed convinced him that "there is no pretty drunk". "If I'm hanging out with friends and they have been out of their minds drunk, I'm the one keeping an eye on them".
Anyone familiar with regular newspaper stories about young people creating drunken havoc in British town centres would be forgiven for finding Liam's words surprising. But while his strict abstinence may be atypical, all the figures suggest that young people in the UK are becoming more like him.

Just 12% of 11 to 15-year olds said they had drunk alcohol in the previous week in 2011 - down from 26% a decade earlier, according to National Health Service statistics. The proportion who said they had ever drunk alcohol fell from 61% to 45% over the same period. Among older teenagers and young adults, the pattern was the same and it's in sharp contrast with the middle-aged who are spending more on alcohol than ever. 

It's a trend that defies many people's expectations of young people, and a whole variety of theories are offered by experts to explain it.

One factor may be that it is becoming more difficult for young people to get alcohol. Pubs and clubs are getting better at challenging under-age drinking. Retailers have more of an incentive to check IDs after the government doubled the fines for those caught selling alcohol to young people to £20,000.

Recent awareness campaigns about daily alcohol dangers, the arrival of "drink aware" labels on bottles and an increase in negative media stories around binge-drinking culture may have all played their part.

Harder economic circumstances may have also played a part. With the rise of university fees, young people going to university want to get more out of their experience to make sure they are competitive in the labour markets.
Demographic trends also appear to have contributed. Britons from a Muslim background are less likely to drink for religious and cultural reasons, and the percentage of Muslims in the British population has increased. 
Relevant too is the growth of technology allowing young people to socialise with friends and keep themselves entertained. There has been an exponential growth in social media since 2005 and this has been connected to a sharp decline in risking behaviours such as drinking.

It's not just alcohol use that has fallen, however: statistics show that in 2011, 17% of pupils had taken drugs, compared with 29% in 2001. Tobacco use has also dropped.
