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Pleasures & Perils of Alcohol: Refining the Balance

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, or SAMHSA, issued a provocative report last week on underage drinking in the US.  Among the findings that grabbed headlines are that more than half of American teens have consumed alcohol; almost 11 million people under the legal drinking age imbibe; and 40% of underage drinkers are provided alcohol, at least occasionally, by their parents.

The report elicited some pointed commentary, in particular from the acting U.S. Surgeon General, who inveighed against parents acting as enablers.  But some addiction specialists were quick to rebut this perspective, noting that drinking is apt to occur one way or another, and how better than under parental supervision?  The simple fact is, alcohol poses dilemmas we haven’t figured out how to solve.

Moderate drinking is a source of pleasure for many, and the dedicated oenophile will wax truly rapturous about the pleasures of well-fermented grapes.  And, of course, moderate alcohol intake is a potential source of health as well, with abundant research attesting to cardiovascular benefits.

But this same potion is a potentially addictive substance that can kill quickly by impairing judgment, or slowly by destroying vital organs.  When consumed irresponsibly by children and adolescents, the dangers of alcohol loom large and any benefits fade to insignificance.
Our society has long since decided that whatever the perils, we are unwilling to forgo the pleasures of alcohol.  Prohibition was a decisive failure.  A matter of more interest than first meets the eye, given that in general our approach to potentially addictive and mind-altering substances is to make them illegal.  Somehow, that couldn’t be applied to alcohol.  And as someone who thoroughly enjoys a glass of wine or beer with my dinner most evenings, I confess I vote with the majority on this point, even as I scratch my head at our societal inconsistencies.
Alcohol consumption by underage drinkers is a significant, if fairly stable, public health problem, contributing to thousands of highway fatalities and innumerable other ills each year.  The preventable death of even one young person is too many.  Hundreds to thousands year after year is nothing less than

tragic.  The new report is a reminder, if we needed one, of the need to do something about this.

But while the dangers of alcohol to young people are clear, the best approach to eliminating those dangers is far less so.  Responsible parenting seems to be part of the solution- with the current data suggesting that children emulate their parents in drinking, as in most behaviors.  Parents who put on a display of binge drinking should not be shocked to find their kids are, literally, drinking up the example.  But the fact that parents are among the sources of alcohol for young people who drink is unclear in its implications.  
Other societies, notably France and Italy, make alcohol a routine part of family dining, and may thereby reduce its allure to adventurous teens.  Normalizing alcohol intake within a context that provides cultural guidelines for when and how much to drink might be helpful, rather than harmful.  At the opposite extreme are Muslim countries in which alcohol is, indeed, banned, and children are raised to accept that as both a cultural and family norm.

The new report paints a picture at the population level; what we seem to need is more personal details.  What are the specific interactions between parents and children that most reliably distinguish between young people who succumb to binge drinking, and those who don't?  What cultural practices establish alcohol as a safe and enjoyable part of the prevailing dining ritual, while discouraging its abuse? 
In the interim, there is a strong case to be made for harm reduction strategies that encompass both engineering, and laws.  On the engineering side, we have safer cars with automatic belts and airbags that are more responsible for declining rates of highway fatality than anything to do with improving judgment on the part of drivers!

As for laws, that defend against the sale of alcohol to minors, and driving under the influence are clearly justified.  So are laws that provide harsh punishment for adults who open a bar to teens in their home, then let them drive off.  This, to me, seems fundamentally different from my inviting my own children to sip champagne with my wife and me on a special occasion.

The combination of young people and alcohol is a volatile brew.  I am reminded of a poster that adorned my dorm room in college, of a man in tuxedo, wedged in an inner tube floating in a pool with a caption that read: good judgment comes from experience, and experience comes from bad judgment.  I also recall that despite being a generally good kid with my share of sense and intelligence, I drank to such excess on one occasion in college that I not only passed out under my bathroom sink, but woke to find I had thrown up while unconscious.  I was fortunate not to have aspirated, and died.

The trouble with alcohol is that one episode of bad judgment could prove lethal, rather than a lesson in support of better judgment.

The new report leaves us to ponder: can we enjoy alcohol's pleasures without succumbing to its perils?  While awaiting the guidance from more research and reflection, we should do what we can to minimize alcohol’s well documented harms.
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