
1. Children calling ChildLine with concerns about their own alcohol use

The difference between the main problems1 a young
person most commonly disclosed across all calls to
ChildLine, and those where alcohol use is also a factor,
is revealing. For example, where alcohol is a factor the
caller is more likely to have been seeking help relating

to pregnancy or sexual abuse than bullying or concerns
about puberty. Across all calls, depression and mental
ill-health accounts for 1% of all main problems,
compared to 5% of those calls where alcohol is an
additional concern. 
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Main problem breakdown by gender (UK-wide), where alcohol is an additional problem
1 April 2003 to 31 March 2004

Problem Girl (%*) Boy (%) Total (%)

Family relationship 126 (15%) 31 (12%) 157 (14%)
Sexual abuse 123 (14%) 24 (9%) 147 (13%)
Pregnancy 121 (14%) 6 (2%) 127 (11%)
Physical abuse 62 (7%) 34 (13%) 96 (9%)
Depression and mental health 41 (5%) 13 (5%) 54 (5%)
Bullying 38 (4%) 7 (3%) 45 (4%)
Loneliness 31 (4%) 10 (4%) 41 (4%)
Homelessness 21 (2%) 19 (7%) 40 (4%)

*% refers to the percentage of the total number of calls, where alcohol use is an additional problem and not the
main reason that the child called ChildLine

1 ChildLine counsellors note the main reason the child has chosen to call ChildLine, and any additional concerns raised during the counselling conversation. Other
relevant issues are also recorded with a ‘tag’ on ChildLine’s electronic database, making it possible to collate and search for themes, risk factors and what children
say about things that affect them more easily.

Key points
A significant group of young people speak to ChildLine counsellors 
about drinking alcohol, either in terms of binge drinking or
alcoholism, as the main problem they face in their lives or as an
additional concern related to the main problem for which they are
seeking help.

Last year (2003/04) 1,108 callers (256 boys and 852 girls) talked
about problems relating to misusing alcohol. Those callers who
revealed problems relating to alcohol also talked to counsellors
about family problems, sexual abuse, pregnancy, physical abuse,
and depression or mental ill-health.

ChildLine’s data is not comprehensive, as the main priority for helpline counsellors is to
provide comfort, advice and protection to the caller, not to gather demographic or other
information for research purposes.



1 Children and young people who display sexually harmful behaviour, NSPCC Inform; Elizabeth Lovell (January 2002)

Primary diagnosis4 1997/98 1998/99 1999/2000 2000/01 2001/02 2002/03 2003/04 

Mental and behavioural 2,455 2,324 2,949 2,902 2,972 2,745 3,216 
disorders due to use
of alcohol

Alcoholic liver disease — — 1 1 — — 1 

Toxic effect of alcohol 894 737 760 736 691 561 542 

Accidental poisoning by 554 457 481 533 439 300 272
and exposure to alcohol

Government figures (England)

Hospital admissions, alcohol abuse: 11 to 15 year olds

2 Alcohol Statistics Scotland 2005, NHS National Services Scotland
3 Alcohol Concern: Young People’s Drinking, Factsheet 1, March 2004

2. UK-wide context
According to Alcohol Concern, although the proportion
of 11 to 15 year olds who do not drink at all has
remained at about 40% since 1988, those young people
who do drink alcohol are consuming more, more often.
The average amount drunk by 11 to 15 year olds in 1990
was 0.8 units per week rising to 1.6 units in 1998.
Among 11 to 15 year olds who drink, this rose from 5.3
units per week in 1990 to 10.5 units in 2001. In 2002,
18% of 11 to 15 year olds drank at least once a week.

A recent study of children’s alcohol consumption in
Scotland supports this data with further findings:

Boys drank more alcohol on average than girls

The majority of children who drank alcohol have
been drunk

The majority of children who had ever drunk alcohol
reported drinking more than five units on a single
occasion at least once 

Studies suggest3 that young people combine alcohol and
sex, especially prior to their first sexual experience and
that there is a link between drinking before sexual activity
and unsafe sex. There is also an association between
alcohol and crime, with 16% of school-age children who
had committed crime stating that they had been under
the influence of drink when committing the crime.

Furthermore, while 11 to 15 year olds admitted to
hospital in England as a result of the toxic effects of
alcohol, or accidental alcohol poisoning, have significantly
decreased in the last seven years, the number of those
diagnosed with mental and behavioural disorders due to
use of alcohol has risen by over 30%.

ChildLine’s data
Where alcohol use was the main reason for calling
ChildLine, 383 young people (170 girls and 213 boys)
contacted the helpline in 2003/04. Of those who gave
their age, 63% were aged 12–15, 5% aged 11 or under,
and 32% aged 16–18.

Gender
Across all calls, ChildLine normally hears from four times

as many girls as boys – this ratio is relatively unchanged
throughout ChildLine’s history. However, the gender
ratio shifts considerably where concerns relating to
alcohol abuse are disclosed: in 2003/04, 56% of the
young people calling about their own alcohol problems
were male. 

Where alcohol was raised as an additional problem, the
main concern of the majority of male callers was physical

Top five main problems disclosed, where alcohol use
is an additional problem

Family relationship (includes separation and divorce)
Sexual abuse
Pregnancy
Physical abuse
Depression and mental health

Top five main problems across all calls to ChildLine
2003/04

Bullying
Family relationship problem
Physical abuse
Concern for others (friend, parent and sibling)
Sexual health, puberty and growing up



4 Counts of finished in-year admissions where there was a primary diagnosis code or cause code for selected alcohol-related diseases, age at admission between 11–15
years, national health service hospitals, England, 1997/98 to 2003/04

5 Boys Allowed, ChildLine, November 2003

abuse, compared to family problems for female callers.
Where concerns relating to their own alcohol use was
the main reason the young person contacted ChildLine,
in 54% of cases – 206 calls – the counsellor did not log
any additional concerns of the child. Of the remaining
young people who did talk about other problems, the
vast majority were female. Seventy-seven per cent of the
boys who called only talked to their counsellor about
their alcohol use, not disclosing any other problems in
their lives.

This confirms previous analysis of calls to ChildLine from
boys5, who tend to use the helpline differently from girls
and call when their problem has reached an advanced
stage, for direct help or advice rather than counselling.

3. Main themes of calls
Pregnancy 
As the figures above show, for 11% of all the calls where
alcohol was an additional concern, pregnancy was the
main reason the young person called ChildLine. In the
majority of these 127 calls, a young female disclosed fears
relating to having had unprotected sex while drunk, or
being pregnant after a drunken one-night stand. 

A 15-year-old girl spoke to the counsellor for over an
hour. She was pregnant and was trying to work up
the courage to tell her mum. She had got drunk with
a friend and slept with one of a group of older boys,
but did not remember which one. She wanted to
have a termination. 

Another 16-year-old girl talked about her fears that she
might be pregnant because she had been drunk and
had unprotected sex. She had taken the morning-after
pill a few times before, and was worried what people
would think if she had to ask for it again. She also
talked about her mum dying of cancer two years
before, and the pressures of looking after her younger
brothers – she had given up school to do this. 

Another girl called because she was pregnant after
having sex with a friend when they were both drunk
at a party. She was terrified to tell her mum – her
parents had separated and she and her mum used to
get on well, but they had been unable to talk since
her mum remarried.

Coping with past or current experiences
Some young people talk about drinking alcohol regularly
or over a long period of time, while others talk about a
particular experience when they have been drinking. In

both circumstances, the callers often reveal a chaotic
family life or a range of problems with which they cope.

One boy aged 16 told the counsellor he had been
drinking heavily on a regular basis. Both his mum
and his brother had addiction problems. The caller
was dyslexic and worried about his exams. 

Another 16-year-old called to ask if he could ‘just talk’.
He had been drinking a lot recently, every day, and had
split up from his girlfriend because of it. He had just
come out of care and did not really know his parents.
The caller talked about hating the way the alcohol
made him feel afterwards. 

A 17-year-old girl talked about going to college drunk
after drinking with friends and being forced to
withdraw from her course. She had been on Prozac for
a year and was not sleeping well – a few years ago she
had been badly bullied. 

A 15-year-old boy had asked for the number for
Drinkline from a ChildLine counsellor previously, but
had called back because he had not been able to get
through. He had started drinking cider in large
quantities when his mother died from cancer and he
was now in foster care, as his family had been unable
to cope with his drinking. He talked about feeling
rejected when he wanted their support. 

Depression and mental health issues
For those young people who call with concerns about
their mental ill-health, drinking alcohol is one more
example of the risk-taking activities they use to escape
their day-to-day lives. 

A 15-year-old girl talked about drinking because she
could not deal with things when she was sober. She
had recently been referred to a psychologist – since
her mum had remarried, she had stopped going to
school and was out of touch with her friends. She did
not get on with her stepfather.

One girl had been given up by her parents when she
was 12, as she was regularly abusing alcohol and
drugs. She was in regular contact with a mental-health
nurse and was being treated for alcohol dependency.
As a result of a court order, she could only see her
brothers and sisters if supervised by a social worker.
She talked to the counsellor about self-harming and
previous suicide attempts. 
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A 13-year-old girl talked about her relationship with
her best friend, with whom she shared a lot of
problems. Both drank alcohol regularly, and had
recently tried to commit suicide and been taken to
hospital. Also, both had an eating disorder. The caller
had recently been banned by her parents from seeing
her friend, which had made her even more depressed. 

Other issues
As indicated above, many of the boys who call ChildLine
with concerns about their drinking are immediately
concerned with the direct effects of the alcohol on their
behaviour, rather than other problems in their lives. 

A 15-year-old boy talked about drinking every night
since he was 14. He did this because he was bored –
his parents worked and did not come home until late.
He was recently excluded from school because of his
drinking and he wanted to stop, as he did not want
to be a failure.

One male caller was worried about his anger when he
had been drinking, especially when his parents tried to
confront him about his alcohol problem. He had been
in touch with his GP about it.

A 16-year-old girl called because she was worried
about her friend. They had both been drinking and

her friend was hurt – her eye was swollen and
bleeding, but she was scared to tell her parents. 

A 15-year-old boy talked about stealing alcohol from
supermarkets to drink. He had tried to call a helpline
for alcoholics but it did not help him, as it was not for
people his age.

About this information
The content of ChildLine counselling conversations is
captured through written records. Every time a trained
counsellor speaks to a child, they note the main problem,
any other concerns raised, any details of family and living
circumstances revealed by the child, and a narrative of the
discussion. Conversations are child-led, and not conducted
for the purpose of research; nevertheless they reveal
information that formal research might not uncover. 

For more details about the kind of information ChildLine is
able to provide about issues affecting children in the UK,
please call Pamela Dow on 020 7650 3445 or email
pdow@childline.org.uk

ChildLine is the UK’s free 24-hour helpline for children and
young people in danger or distress. Every day ChildLine
answers calls from around 2,300 children in need of
comfort, advice or protection. For more information about
ChildLine, please visit www.childline.org.uk


