
 

Inequalities in alcohol-related mortality in
Europe

December 1 2015

Alcohol-related conditions are an important contributing factor to the
socioeconomic inequality in total mortality in many European countries,
according to a study published this week in PLOS Medicine. The database
analysis, conducted by Johan Mackenbach at Erasmus University
Medical Center, Rotterdam, The Netherlands, and colleagues indicates
that in some countries, alcohol-related causes account for 10% or more
of the socioeconomic inequality in total mortality among men.

Globally, about three million people die from alcohol-related causes
every year. In many European countries, the frequency of drinking and
the levels of alcohol consumption are greater in higher socioeconomic
groups, whereas binge drinking and other problematic forms of alcohol
consumption occur more frequently in lower socioeconomic groups.
Mackenbach and colleagues obtained data on deaths from alcoholic
psychosis, dependence, and abuse; alcoholic cardiomyopathy; alcoholic
liver cirrhosis; and accidental alcohol poisoning from the mortality
registers of 17 European countries. Rates of alcohol-related mortality
were higher in individuals with less education or with manual (as
opposed to non-manual) occupations in all 17 countries. Absolute
inequalities were largest in Eastern Europe, Finland and Denmark.
Moreover, the absolute inequalities increased markedly in Hungary,
Lithuania, Estonia, Finland, and Denmark because of a rapid rise in
alcohol-related mortality in lower socioeconomic groups.

The accuracy of these findings is likely to be affected by the use of
routinely collected underlying causes of death. However, these findings
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indicate that to reduce socioeconomic inequalities in mortality, health
professionals and governments need to introduce interventions and
policies designed to counter recent increases in alcohol-related mortality
in lower socioeconomic groups. The authors state, "[s]tudies of why such
increases [in inequality] have not occurred in countries like France,
Switzerland, Spain, and Italy can help in developing evidence-based
policies in other European countries.
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