
 

Almost half of US adults who drink, drink
too much, and continue to do so
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A new study led by Boston University School of Public Health (BUSPH)
researchers has found that about 40 percent of adults in the United States
who drink alcohol do so in amounts that risk health consequences, and
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identifies a range of factors associated with starting or stopping drinking
too much.

The study, published in the Journal of Substance Use, found that 73
percent of those drinking risky amounts were still doing so two to four
years later, while 15 percent of those not drinking risky amounts began
to. Starting to drink too much was associated with being younger,
transitioning to legal drinking age, being male and white, and smoking
and drug use, among other social factors.

"Some people just stop drinking too much, but most continue for years,
and others not drinking too much will begin doing so during adulthood,"
says lead author Richard Saitz, professor of community health sciences
at BUSPH. "Public health and clinical messages need repeating,
particularly in young adulthood. Once is not enough."

The researchers used data collected by interview from a nationally
representative sample of more than 34,000 adults in the US who
completed the National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related
Conditions in 2001-2002 and again in 2004-2005.

The survey assessed participants' drinking in the past month using a well-
validated interview tool. "At-risk use" was defined as more than 14
drinks per week on average or more than 4 on an occasion for men, and
more than 7 per week or more than 3 on an occasion for women.

The biggest predictor of transitioning to at-risk alcohol use was younger
age, particularly among participants who were under the drinking age at
the time of the first survey. Other factors were being male, not married,
becoming divorced or separated, being in the military, being in good or
excellent health, smoking, drug use, and having an alcohol use disorder.
The researchers found predictors of not transitioning to at-risk use were
being black, reporting more stressful life experiences, having children
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between the first and second rounds of the survey, and unemployment.

Predictors of continuing to drink too much were also being younger,
male, having an alcohol use disorder, and using tobacco or other drugs.
Being Black and/or Hispanic, receiving alcohol use disorder treatment,
and having children between the two rounds of the survey were
predictors of transitioning to lower-risk use.

"These findings suggest that not only do many people who drink, drink
amounts associated with health consequences, but that without
intervention they are likely to continue to do so," Saitz says. "Screening
or self-assessments, and counseling, feedback, or public health
messaging have roles in interrupting these patterns. The predictors we
identified may help target those efforts."
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