
Reducing Underage Drinking by Strengthening Social and Emotional Skills
www.ParentingMontana.org 1

Strengthening the social and emotional skills of youth reduces risky behaviors 
like underage drinking1 and substance misuse in adulthood.2 While most Montana 
youth are making healthy choices about not drinking alcohol,3 the risks and 
negative consequences for youth who do use alcohol can be devastating. About 
one-third of Montana high school students report drinking alcohol in the past 
30 days, 11% report driving after drinking alcohol, and 23% report riding with a 
driver who had been drinking alcohol.3 These behaviors put students at risk of 
experiencing negative and long-term consequences. Negative consequences of 
underage drinking may include poor school performance, risky sexual behavior, legal 
problems, and social problems.4,5 Further, underage drinking puts youth at risk of 
substance misuse as adults. 

People who start drinking before age 15 are six times more likely to become 
dependent on alcohol or abuse alcohol later in life than those who begin 
drinking at or after age 21 years.4,6 Strengthening the social and emotional skills 
of youth reduces risky behaviors like underage drinking1 and substance misuse in 
adulthood.2 Social and emotional development is the building of critical life skills. 
These social and emotional skills include understanding and managing oneself, 
relating to others, and making responsible choices based on self and others. More 
specifically, these skills include being able to recognize and regulate emotions, 
empathize and care about others, make good decisions, behave ethically and 
responsibly, establish and maintain positive relationships, and avoid negative 
behaviors.7,8 

Research showing the impact of social and emotional skills among youth 
populations is growing.9,10 For example, a quasi-experimental, non-randomized, 
five-year longitudinal study was done to compare students who received a universal 
social and emotional training intervention with students who did not.1 In the study, 
even though the social and emotional training intervention did not explicitly target 
substance use, there were statistically significant and favorable differences in 
substance use between students who received the social and emotional training and 
those that did not.1 Another study examined whether kindergarten teachers’ ratings 
of children’s social and emotional skills predicted various youth and adult outcomes 
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including substance misuse.2 Results found that while early social and emotional 
skills were not associated with alcohol dependence in early adulthood, they were 
correlated with binge drinking.2

Social and emotional skills can be taught to children, teens, and adults. They 
can be taught, practiced, and supported at home, in school, and in the workplace. 
Social and emotional skills are associated with improved behavioral outcomes such 
as fewer conduct problems,11,12 lower levels of emotional distress,11,12 and positive 
wellbeing.12 Social and emotional skills are also associated with improved academic 
outcomes11,12,13 and positive employment outcomes such as obtaining stable 
employment and being employed full time.14 Strengthening social and emotional 
skills is likely to help youth reach their fullest potential11 including the likelihood of 
reducing underage alcohol use1 and the misuse of alcohol in adulthood.2 
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