TALK WITH
YOUR
GRANDCHILDREN
ABOUT DRUGS!
HERE’S HOW.
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The power of a grandparent
Grandparents can be a powerful
influence in the lives of their
grandchildren. Grandparents are
often people that a child respects
and admires and does not want to
disappoint; they are looked up to and
their opinions are valued.
Because of this, you have many
opportunities to provide support
and guidance on a variety of issues –
including the use of alcohol, tobacco
and other drugs.
You are not alone. According to
an AARP survey, 44 percent of
grandparents see a grandchild each
week; 45 percent of grandparents
talk once weekly (or more often)
with their grandchildren; and
approximately 54 percent of
grandparents want guidance on how
to discuss sensitive topics, like drugs,
with their grandchildren.
From early childhood on, children are
presented with a confusing picture of

the world when it comes to drugs: some
drugs are legal at certain ages (alcohol
and tobacco); some are “medicines”;
others are illegal.
A grandparent, among other things,
can help reinforce the no-use
messages their grandchildren hear
from parents and school; they can
help support a grandchild’s decision
not to use drugs; and they can help
sort out all the information their
grandchildren see and hear about
alcohol, tobacco and other drugs.

Once is not enough
Talking with children about illegal drugs
is not as difficult as most people think.
But it is not as simple as delivering one
message (“Don’t do drugs.”). As kids
age, their attitudes about drugs become
more and more sophisticated.
While young children tend to view
drugs in simple terms (“good” vs.
“bad”), pre-teens and teenagers come
to understand that not all drugs are
the same. Drug-related attitudes and

Simply by being a loving part of a child’s life, grandparents
provide security, acceptance and care that support
and strengthen that child’s decision-making abilities
about risky behaviors.

a child’s perception of the risk of taking a
drug have a direct influence on decisions
to use drugs, and are influenced
by a wide variety of factors: age,
gender, peer and family influences,
among others. The messages and
warnings parents use with children
when they’re young will not work
with children as they grow into
adolescents. This is also true of
grandparents. It is important that
the grandparent’s message “grows”
with the grandchild.
Ongoing communication with
children about drugs is critical. As

their attitudes about drugs change,
kids need guidance and advice from
their parents and grandparents.
That’s why one-time conversations
about drugs will not do the job.

What should I say?
For grandparents who don’t know
what to say or aren’t sure where to
start, the ability to listen intently to
children as they talk about drugs is
a great strategy to employ. Start by
asking open-ended questions about
the issue of drugs, and listen.
Below are more tips for talking to
your grandchildren at different
stages in their lives.

Preschool
At this age, children are eager to
know and memorize rules. But while
they’re old enough to understand
simple concepts, they’re not ready to
take in complex facts about tobacco,
alcohol and other drugs.

Present information in simple
terms –“Smoking is bad for you.”

Encourage healthy habits.

Explain that even medicine can be
harmful if it’s not taken the way
it’s supposed to be. Illustrate this
by reading warning labels. And
if you are taking prescription or
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over-the-counter medications
and drugs are. Talk about how
in the presence of a grandchild,
some people use them, even
only take the amount directed or
though they can be harmful.

Use “teachable moments” while
prescribed.

Admonish grandchildren never
watching television, overhearing
to put anything into their
a conversation in a restaurant, or
mouth if they don’t know what
reading a book, to talk about how
it is. Kids this age can’t tell the
drugs can be harmful
or dangerous.
difference between candy and

Praise your
medicine.

Teach them
grandkids
One of the primary reasons
for taking
never to take
non-using teenagers cite for
good care of
medicine,
remaining drug-free is fear
their bodies
candy or
of disappointing their parents.
and avoiding
other things
things that
they might
might be harmful.
put in their mouths from anyone
but their parents or someone
to whom the parent has given
permission – like a grandparent,
teacher or doctor.

Keep medicines, vitamins and
other similar products out
of reach.

Grades four through six
(9 to 11 years old)
At this age, one out of every seven
kids has been offered drugs. Now
is the time to help children prepare
to make the right decision. This
is also an age when they are very
curious about how the body works,
and are ready for more complex
information about drugs.

Talk with your grandchildren
about why people may be
attracted to drugs, and discuss
with them how to say “no” when
offered drugs by friends.

Additional information is
available at
www.manhassetcasa.org
or
www.timetotalk.org

Take time to learn about alcohol,
tobacco and other drugs so you
feel prepared to talk with your
grandchildren about them.

If you feel confident your
knowledge is accurate, talk
with your grandchildren about
specific drugs and how they
might affect the user’s body
and life.


Kindergarten through grade three
(5 to 8 years old)
At this age, kids are taking an
increased interest in the world
beyond home. They may start seeing
ads and shows depicting alcohol or
tobacco use and hear people talking
about drugs.

Explain what alcohol, tobacco

Don’t worry about having all
the facts. It’s more important that
you express how you’d feel if your
grandchild used drugs, and the
impact it could have on the family.

Be prepared to answer questions
about whether or not you ever
used drugs, alcohol or tobacco.


Grades seven through nine
(12 to 14 years old)
According to the National Center
for Addiction and Substance Abuse
at Columbia University, between the
ages of 12-16:

The likelihood that a teen will
smoke, drink or use illegal drugs
increases almost 500 percent.

The percent of teens who have
close friends who use marijuana
increases 1000 percent.
At this age, kids are trying both to fit
in and to establish their own sense of
identity – and they are increasingly
exposed to drugs and drug use. They
are more likely to see older kids doing
drugs without seeing immediate
consequences, so they are less likely to
believe a “black-and-white” statement
that drugs are bad. Many kids this
age overestimate the number of their
peers who do drugs, and may think
they have to use drugs to fit in.
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Youth in this age group are starting
to focus on their future, so tell
them how drug use can ruin their
chances of getting into a good
college or landing a good job.

Be specific about the
consequences of using drugs.
For example, teens are ready
to hear that alcohol use during
pregnancy can lead to Fetal
Alcohol Syndrome or other
alcohol-related birth defects.
They also need to know the
risks of drinking or taking drugs
and driving, or riding with an
impaired driver.

Teens tend to be idealistic, so
remind them how avoiding
illegal drugs can make the
community a better place. Talk
about the ways a person’s drug
use affects others, and that drug
use is not a “victimless crime.”


Talk with grandkids about what
their world is like, what they
value, and their future goals.
Then ask them how engaging in
unhealthy or risky behavior, like
using drugs, would impact
their dreams.

Talk with them about how drug
use might hurt friendships or
positive opportunities in
their lives.


Studies show that
teenagers who learn at
home about the risks of
drugs are up to
50 percent less likely to
use drugs compared to
other teens. The “power of
grandparents” in helping
prevent substance abuse
is clear.

For all ages
Grades 10 through 12 		
(15 to 17 years old)


Talk to your grandkids about
the immediate distasteful
consequences of drugs (i.e.,
tobacco and marijuana use can
cause socially undesirable things
like bad breath, discolored teeth,
or smelly hair and clothes).

At this age, teens already have had to
make decisions about drugs. They
are making distinctions between
different drugs and their effects;
between occasional use, regular
use and addiction. And they are
increasingly seeing peers use drugs.

If you suspect your
grandchildren may be drinking
or trying drugs, talk with their
parents first. It may be something
they are already addressing.

Tell your grandchildren how
much you love them and how
disappointed you’d be if they
took unhealthy or unsafe risks.

Express interest in, or if possible
get involved in, your grandkids’
activities.

Make your values clear by setting
a good example. Reinforce their
parents’ expectations clearly and
consistently.

Listen to what your grandkids
have to say. And listen closely.
You’ll learn a lot about what they
think and already know about
drugs, alcohol and tobacco.

If you don’t know all the answers,
that’s okay. There are places to
find facts and figures. It’s more
important to listen and to express,
in a caring way, how you’d feel
if your grandchildren made
unhealthy or risky choices.


Remember: Talking with
your grandkids about drugs
is important!
Just by trying, your grandkids will get
the message that you care about them.



If you don’t know how to
start the conversation, try
asking questions:
“What have you heard about kids
in your school using drugs?”

“What have you heard about drugs?”

“Why do you think kids get
involved in drugs?”
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“What’s it like being a 		
teenager today?”

“What are the issues you face?”

“You know how much I love you
and care about you. I would
never want you to do anything
– like drinking, taking drugs or
Or, let them know that this is a
smoking – that would
difficult topic for you, by saying:
be harmful.”


“I don’t really know how to
“I know that you can make great
talk about this, but I’d like to
decisions, even when they are
know about …”
difficult – like saying ‘no’ to a
friend who’s asked you to do
Reinforce how much you care
something dangerous or illegal.”

“I’d be very disappointed if you
about your grandchildren by clearly
made a decision that could be
expressing your expectations and how
harmful to your health and body,
disappointed you’d be if they made
like drinking or smoking.”
unhealthy choices. You can begin this
conversation in a number of ways:




Take the opportunity – talk to your grandchildren about drugs!
Information adapted from “Growing Up Drug-Free: A Parent’s Guide to Prevention, ” developed by the Partnership
for a Drug-Free America for the U.S. Department of Education.

For more information about drugs and alcohol or an additional copy
of this booklet, visit the Manhasset CASA web site at
www.manhassetcasa.org.
Special thanks to the Iowa Governor’s Office of Drug Control Policy and the Partnership
for a Drug Free Iowa for their assistance and permission to reprint this brochure.

