
 

Rates of at-risk drinking and unhealthy
nutrition in Germany vary across regions

March 13 2020

Rates of at-risk alcohol consumption are higher in the South and East of
Germany, compared to the North and West, according to a study
published in the open access journal BMC Public Health. However,
compared to West Germany, people in East Germany eat more healthily,
while rates of smoking and lack of physical activity appear to be similar
across regions.

Josefine Atzendorf, the corresponding author said: "Previous studies on
lifestyle risk factors generally focused on age- or gender-specific
differences. However, there are indicators that smoking, nutrition, 
alcohol consumption and physical activity also vary across regions. We
examined how these behaviours differed according to sociodemographic
factors, and between North, South, East and West Germany."

Using data on 9,204 people living in Germany, the authors found that
East Germany had the highest prevalence for at-risk alcohol
consumption (18.3% of the population), followed by South Germany
(16.7%), West Germany (14.6%) and North Germany (13.9%). At-risk
alcohol consumption was defined as drinking 12 grams or more of
ethanol per day for women and 24 grams or more for men. Women were
less likely to drink alcohol at at-risk levels than men, but individuals with
higher education were more likely to report at-risk alcohol consumption
than individuals with lower education.

Unhealthy nutrition was most prevalent in West Germany (70.6%) and
least prevalent in East Germany (66.7%), while prevalence of physical
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activity did not differ between regions. Women were more likely to
report lower physical activity but less likely to report unhealthy nutrition
than men. Individuals with higher education were more likely to report
lower physical activity but less likely to report unhealthy nutrition than
individuals with lower education.

Daily smoking, defined as having smoked at least one cigarette, cigar,
pipe or cigarillo per day in the past 30 days, was equally distributed
across all four regions. Women and individuals with higher education
were less likely to smoke on a daily basis.

The authors used data on 5,090 women and 4,114 men aged 18 to 64
from the 2015 Epidemiological Survey of Substance Abuse, which
assessed the substance use among the general population in Germany at
regular intervals between 1980 and 2015. Participants were asked about
their daily smoking, diet, alcohol consumption and physical activity.

The authors caution that the use of self-reported data may have
introduced bias towards socially desirable answers. Hence, the
prevalence of unhealthy behaviors may have been underestimated. The
observational nature of the study does not allow for conclusions about
cause and effect.

Josefine Atzendorf said: "Our results indicate that health-promoting
strategies to reduce lifestyle risk factors in Germany are currently
insufficient. Our findings could provide starting points for the
development or adjustment of health policies, considering differences
between regions. However, for smoking and low physical activity, where
no regional differences exist, prevention and intervention measures
should focus on Germany as a whole."

  More information: Josefine Atzendorf et al, Do smoking, nutrition,
alcohol use, and physical activity vary between regions in Germany? -
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results of a cross-sectional study, BMC Public Health (2020). DOI:
10.1186/s12889-020-8352-2
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