
AUTHORS:
Michael Higgins

TALK TO YOUR KIDS: 
HOW DRINKAWARE 

TACKLED UNDERAGE 
DRINKING BY TALKING  

TO PARENTS.

CATEGORY:
4.1 �Cause Related  

& Charity



The task 
The UK has one of the worst underage drinking rates in  
Europe. Parental attitudes are enormously influential on teen 
relationships with alcohol, yet most parents do not initiate  
a discussion on the issue. 

Drinkaware asked us to develop a campaign to encourage 
parents to proactively discuss the risks of alcohol with their 
children, in a credible and positive way.

The background 
Drinkaware is a UK alcohol 
education charity that aims to get 
people to think differently about 
alcohol. They focus on getting 
people to understand the harm  
it can do to their health, families 
and those around them.  

There are over 3.6 million 11 to 15 
year olds in the UK. The way in 
which these children are introduced 
to alcohol is key, as it’s these first 
impressions that will define their 
relationship with the issue1. The 
average age of a first drink in the 
UK is 13.72. Most often this occurs 
at home, when a child asks for a sip 
of their parents’ drink. Many parents 
allow this because they hope it  
will encourage a more responsible 
attitude to drinking (the ‘Continental 
approach’), removing the mystique  
around alcohol.

In reality, there’s no scientific 
evidence to prove that this 
approach gives children a 
responsible attitude to drinking  
in later life.

The UK is one of the worst offending 
countries in Europe in terms of 
underage drinking. By the age of 15, 
74% of young people have drunk 
alcohol3. Evidence shows that young 
people who start drinking at an 
early age drink more later in life, 
and more frequently4, than those 
who delay their first alcoholic drink. 
This is costly as illness and injury 
caused by excessive drinking 
accounts for more than 3% of  
the entire NHS budget5.

1 	 ‘Your Kids and Alcohol’, published by Drinkaware.
2 	 Drinkaware KPI data, 2013.
3 	 ‘Children, adolescents and underage drinking factsheet’, Institute of Alcohol studies, December 2013. 
4	 Grant, B.F., and Dawson, D.A. Age at onset of drug use and its association with DSM–IV drug abuse and dependence: 

Results from the National Longitudinal Alcohol Epidemiologic Survey. Journal of Substance Abuse 10:163–173, 1998.
5	 The Burden of alcohol-related ill health in the UK, Journal of Public Health, Vol 31, No. 3 pp. 366-373, 3rd June 2009.



6 	 ‘Your Kids and Alcohol’, published by Drinkaware.
7 	 GfKParents Segmentation Study, 2009.
8 	 3/5 of parents had their first drink before they were 16, 

‘Your Kids and Alcohol’, published by Drinkaware.

What we set out to do
Our objectives 
• �To get parents, many of whom 

drink in front of their children,  
to talk to their kids about alcohol

• �To encourage them to initiate  
the discussion 

• �To provide them with the facts 
they need to have a credible and 
positively influential discussion

With these objectives in mind, 
Drinkaware challenged Leith to help 
encourage parents across the UK  
to have meaningful and on-going 
chats with their children about  
the risks of underage drinking.  
We needed to prompt parents to 
initiate a pro-active discussion 
with their children, rather than 
having a one-off, reactive 
conversation.

Our audience 
Research shows that parents have 
the most influence on children’s 
attitudes and behaviour towards 
alcohol6. Additional segmentation 
research7 highlighted that the most 
important parental segment to 
target were the ‘Dismissive and 
Unconcerned’ parents.   

So, we set out to engage this 
segment in particular, defined as:

• �With children aged 10-15 years old

• �Their children are more likely  
to get alcohol from them,  
drink at home and start drinking 
earlier in life  

• �They are ‘confidently 
misinformed’ about the risks of 
alcohol and believe that children 
are resilient and will ‘bounce 
back’ from excess alcohol use 

• �And they enjoy alcohol, have the 
highest consumption compared 
to other parent groups and 
started drinking earlier in life8    



The conversation 
We wanted to encourage parents  
to start a conversation with their 
children about alcohol, knowing 
that they are the biggest source  
of influence on their children’s 
attitudes and behaviours. The 
problem is that most parents are 
complacent about the issue. 80%  
of parents say that they’ll ‘deal 
with it when it happens’.9 

In the belief that they are doing the 
right thing for their children, most 
parents don’t feel the need to raise 
it as a discussion issue: only 17%  
of parents have a proactive plan  
to talk to their kids about alcohol. 

9 	 ‘Your Kids and Alcohol’, published by Drinkaware.
10 	‘Your Kids and Alcohol’, published by Drinkaware.

Barriers and challenges
We knew that there were a number of barriers and challenges we had to 
tackle with our sample segment:

1. �They think they already know 
best and have good intentions. 
They don’t like to be told how  
to parent 

• �90% agree that it’s up to them to 
set a good example through their 
own drinking11  

• �They are most likely to think  
that the Government really talks 
down to them about the dangers 
of drinking alcohol12  

2.	�They feel that health messages 
are exaggerated or aren’t for 
them (rather, they apply to 
‘problem’ homes). This means 
they deflect the messages

• �They are most likely to agree that 
that alcohol isn’t as bad for you 
as some people say13   

3. �They are complacent about their 
children drinking underage 

• �This segment are more likely to 
drink in front of their children14 

• �When asked about the last time 
they were drinking, 49% of 12-14 
year olds (who have had a drink) 
say that their parents gave them 
the alcohol15 

• �68% of 12-14 year olds (who 
have had a drink) were with  
their parents the last time they 
were drinking

4. �They feel under-confident about 
what to say about the issue, 
especially given that many 
openly enjoy drinking

• �We knew we needed to help 
parents understand the influence 
they have on their children as 
role models in terms of them 
being their child’s preferred 
source of information

11 	  Children, Young People and Alcohol: Davies, Williams & Wright, GfK NOP Social Research, January 2010  
12 	  Children, Young People and Alcohol: Davies, Williams & Wright, GfK NOP Social Research, January 2010  
13 	 Children, Young People and Alcohol: Davies, Williams & Wright, GfK NOP Social Research, January 2010  
14 	 Children, Young People and Alcohol: Davies, Williams & Wright, GfK NOP Social Research, January 2010  
15 	 ‘Your Kids and Alcohol’, published by Drinkaware



The strategic 
breakthrough
On the one hand, we had a great 
opportunity to facilitate a 
conversation, knowing that 71% of 
children aged 12-14 would turn to 
their parents first for information 
and advice on drinking alcohol.16 

On the other, we knew that there 
were lots of barriers to actually 
getting through to our target 
audience, the main one being 
complacency. 

Drinkaware have a wealth of recent 
research into the issue of underage 
drinking. Looking at this, we 
identified that the key insight in 
relation to our challenge is that if 
parents don’t talk about alcohol 
with their children, the children’s 
peer group will.17 And, the peer 
group will become the biggest 

source of influence. The problem is, 
as the research highlights, teenagers 
don’t understand or know about 
the issue of alcohol to the same 
extent as adults. Some of the 
information they communicate  
is more myth than fact.

When parents reflected on this,  
and realised that their potential 
positive source of influence could 
be overshadowed by peer group 
misinformation and a lack of 
knowledge, they developed a 
greater sense of urgency about  
the need to talk to their children.

These insights led to our campaign 
proposition:

Talk to your children now about 
the facts rather than leave it  
to their less informed friends.

Nailing the tone
With these barriers in mind, we 
knew that adopting the right tone 
of voice for the campaign across 
all communications was key.  
We had to be on the side of 
parents, tapping into the natural 
parental instinct to protect their 
child from harm. The tone needed 
to be supportive, and empathetic, 
avoiding any ‘preachiness.’ 

But, we also had to adopt a thought 
provoking tone that would disrupt 
and encourage positive action.

16 	‘Your Kids and Alcohol’, published by Drinkaware 
17 	23% of young people would go to their friends if they wanted more information and advice about alcohol,  

Children, Young People and Alcohol: Davies, Williams & Wright, GfK NOP Social Research, January 2010



Media strategy 
The positive impact of parental influence compared to that of the teenage 
peer group, also influenced our national media strategy. Research shows 
that parents are more likely to believe in the messages, and take relevant 
actions, if they are shared peer to peer.

For this reason, a traditional media approach using TV as the lead lacked 
the potential of an online one which encouraged sharing, as well as 
directed traffic to a website. This enabled parents to discover the facts 
they needed to discuss with their children.

So, online formed the backbone of the campaign, allowing parents  
to seamlessly click through to the dedicated Drinkaware Parents site  
after viewing the ad to learn more alcohol facts, educating themselves 
before having a chat with their child.

The majority of social media spend (70%) went to YouTube, a media 
channel that had worked well for previous Drinkaware campaigns.   
The campaign was also promoted through:

• �Press and PR

• �PPC

• �SEO

• �Content Distribution

15% of social media spend was allocated to Facebook, driving engagement 
with the campaign amongst a consumer parents audience. The remaining 
15% of social media spend was allocated to Twitter, driving engagement 
with the campaign amongst a stakeholder audience. A hashtag 
(#talktoyourkids) was created to explicitly communicate the CTA.

PR also supported the campaign with stories that provoked parents to visit 
the dedicated Parents’ website.

Web content and films 

Existing content 
repackaged. New film 

content created. 

Press and PR 

Social media 

Paid for activity to promote 
film and messaging 

Search optimisation & 
content distribution 

Industry, health/NGO 
partner promotion 

Drinkaware promotion 

Overview of campaign activity 

Online banners, Facebook 
posts and Tweets 
 
Embedding our film content 
 
Template copy for mailings 
and e-newsletters 
 
Yours Kids and Alcohol 
leaflet distribution 
 
In-store posters  

Based on this media plan, we set ourselves  
an ambitious target:

270k views of film content online



The creative 
We wanted to make a short 
compelling film that would dramatise 
the idea that, if you don’t tell your 
children the facts, their peers will 
give them a less informed view.

The creative featured a parent 
looking directly at the viewer, 
reciting myths about alcohol, with 
children’s voices replacing his own.  
These myths prompted parents to 
consider what their own children 

could be hearing about alcohol 
from their peers, thereby 
encouraging them to talk to  
set the record straight.

A version of the film, embedded  
into the Drinkaware Parents’ 
website, targeted parents online 
and ran from 18th June 2014 to 
16th July 2014: 

Watch it here.

TV SCRIPT
‘Voices’ (30 secs)

We open on an ordinary-looking 40 year old man. He’s standing in  
front of a fridge that’s covered with kid’s drawings held up by magnets. 
He talks directly to camera. But every time he talks, we hear the voice 
of a different child talking.

Voice of a
12 year old girl:	 I heard that having a glass of wine helps you to relax.

Voice of an
11 year old boy:	� I’ve heard that the more you drink, the more popular  

you become.
Voice of an
11 year old girl:	� Someone at school told me that alcohol makes you 

really strong – like a super hero.

We now hear the real voice of the dad.
Dad: 	� What kind of things are your kids hearing about 

alcohol from other people? Talk to them before 
someone else does.

The screen fades to black and a caption comes up.

Caption:	� Make sure you’re the one who talks to your kids  
about the risks of alcohol.

Logo:	 drinkaware.co.uk for the facts 
Hashtag:	 #talktoyourkids

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JJgfLt3euYY


The results
The campaign performed exceptionally well, breaking all targets 
originally set.

SEO, PPC and Content Distribution 
Parents Homepage: 

• 8,055 unique visits (+64%)
• 8,303 visits (+46%)

Drinkaware website 
• �Excellent engagement on the Drinkaware website during the 

campaign period, achieving 83k page views of parent content with 
an average dwell time of 01:44m 

• �A specific parent campaign landing page received 13,495 page views 
and 4,978 click throughs to further parents’ content

YouTube
On YouTube alone, we exceeded our target by 100k views, with a total  
of 372k (+38%)

The cost per view was £0.045, 20% below the target of £0.056

The halo effect resulted in around 50k additional ‘free’ video views  
(from suggested video links)

Twitter
136 hashtag uses (#talktoyourkids) +24% above target

Strongly positive reaction to the campaign on Twitter  
(76% of hashtag uses)

Exceeded 2.8k engagements target by 197% (8.3k)

The campaign grew Drinkaware Twitter followers by 11.3%

7 non-governmental organisations (including a city council and the 
NSPCC) tweeted the video to over 200,000 followers 

Facebook
Over 6,000 engagements through paid advertising (+136% above target)

310 ‘shares’ (+63% above target)



PR coverage 

Newcastle Journal

Daily Mirror Sunday Express

Yorkshire Post

Daily Mirror

Sunday Express

The Independent

Press and PR coverage achieved was exceptional, delivering 183 hits 
(+144%) including 17 of these in national news outlets (+240%).



• �74% of parents surveyed 
claimed they were likely to 
speak to their child about the 
risks of alcohol

• �64% were likely to talk to  
their partner about their  
child and the risks of alcohol

18 	 Drinkaware qualitative research evaluation, Parents Campaign, 2014 
19 	 Drinkaware quantitative research evaluation, Parents Campaign, 2014

A campaign  
delivering value 
Based on 372k completed film 
views, research would suggest that 
the campaign generated 275,028 
‘Motivated Parents’20 (74% of 372k).

Based on a campaign spend of 
£69,209 including creative 
development, production and media 
spend, the cost per ‘Motivated 
Parent’ was therefore £0.25.

We hypothesise that, based  
on a current UK population of  
64.1 million, if each of these  
275,028 motivated parents made 
one of their children a more 
responsible drinker later in life,  
this would equate to 0.43% of the 
population, or a total annual saving 
of £1.6 million21, and a campaign  
ROI of £23.22 TO £1.

Conclusion
Despite a number of major barriers we faced in influencing our target 
audience, a successful strategy coupled with nailing the correct tone  
of voice led to a target smashing campaign, encouraging parents to talk  
to their children about alcohol, breaking their cycle of complacency.

20 	 �Based on 74% of parents surveyed in qualitative research claiming that they were more likely to speak  
to their child about the risks of alcohol 

21 	 �Based on an annual NHS bill of £374 million for treating cirrhosis of the liver, The Burden of alcohol-related ill health  
in the UK, Journal of Public Health, Vol 31, No. 3 pp. 366-373, 3rd June 2009

Measuring impact: 
claimed behaviour change
Qualitative research18 indicated that the proposition cut through successfully.

Comments from C1C2 parents of children aged 10-13:

‘If I don’t talk to my child about drinking, someone else will’

‘Children will (find out) about drinking from friends  
if you don’t discuss it’

‘Check that you, as their parent, are the one giving the 
strongest and right messages that your children need to hear’

Comment from parent on YouTube:

‘This advert is creepy as hell, which serves the point. I love it’

The numbers from quantitative research19 also show how the proposition  
cut through successfully:


