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Overview

• Trends in alcohol use leading up to the pandemic
• Improved understanding of the health effects of alcohol
• Links between mental health and alcohol consumption
• Impact of the pandemic on mental health, alcohol consumption 

and alcohol-related harms 
• Importance of closing gaps in the cascade of care for people 

with problems with alcohol 



Per Capita 
Alcohol 
Consumption 
in the US 

Source: https://pubs.niaaa.nih.gov/publications/surveillance108/CONS15.htm
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~9% increase 
between 2000-2019

2019
• ~500 standard US servings per person12+
• ~750 drinks per drinker (2 per day)



Patterns of 
Alcohol Use 
Becoming More 
Similar for 
Males and 
Females Overall

Source: NSUDH, 2019

57
54

45
48

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Pe
rc

en
t

Males Females

Prevalence of past 
month alcohol use 
increased for females 
but not males 12+ 
between 2002-2019

Number of drinkers 
increased with the 
population – from 155 
million in 2000 to 179 
million in 2019
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Past Month Alcohol Use By 12th Graders

Male -Drank
Female - Drank
Male - Drunk
Female - Drunk

Drank in past month
Males – 29.8%
Females – 28.5%

Drunk in past month
Males – 17.2%
Females – 17.4%

Disappearing 
Gender 
Differences in 
Adolescents



Disappearing 
Gender 
Differences in 
Young Adults

7

Young adult females also now slightly 
more likely to binge drink, too
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Heightened Health Risks for Women

• Studies suggest that women are more likely than men to experience a variety of alcohol-
related harms at comparable doses, including:

• Hangovers (Vatsalya et al. 2018)
• Blackouts (Hingson et al., 2016)
• Liver disease (Guy and Peters, 2013)
• Brain atrophy (Ceylan-Isik et al., 2010)
• Cognitive deficits (Flannery et al., 2007)
• Cardiomyopathy (Fernández-Solà and Nicolás-Arfelis, 2002)
• Faster progression of AUD (Diehl et al., 2007)
• Certain cancers (Liu et al, 2015)
• Larger increases in alcohol-related ED visits, hospitalizations and death for women than men over past 

20 years (White et al. 2020)
• Women are less likely than men to receive treatment for AUD (Gilbert et al., 2019)

Liu Y et al (2015) Womens Health (Lond) 11(1):65-77; Guy and Peters (2013). Gastroenterology & hepatology, 9(10), 633-9. Gilbert 
PA et al (2019) ACER; Vatsalya et al (2018) Addict Biol, 23(1):493-502. Ceylan-Isik et al (2010) Life sciences, 87(5-6),133-8. 

Fernandez-Solia and Nicolas-Arfelis (2002) J Gend Specif Med 5(1):41-7.



Recent Studies Suggest the Negative Health Effects of 
Alcohol Begin at Roughly 1 Drink Per Day

Source: Global Burden of Disease Study 2020

• Average daily alcohol 
consumption and health 
burden from 287 causes of 
death, 370 diseases and 
injuries, and 88 risk factors 
in 204 countries

• Overall risk of harm 
increases beyond 1 US drink 
per day

• It is possible small amounts 
lower the risk of certain 
health conditions (e.g., heart 
attack) but the net effect of 
alcohol on health appears to 
be negative after roughly 
1 drink per day

Risk of harm to health 
increases beyond roughly 1 
US standard serving of 
alcohol per day



Alcohol (BAC ≥ 0.1%) Involvement in Injury Deaths

Source: Alpert et al., 2022

E.g., 37% of fall deaths 
involve alcohol



https://www.salon.com/2019/03/24/teens-have-less-face-time-with-their-friends-and-are-lonelier-than-ever_partner/

Alcohol is a social drug and 
young people are socializing 
less in the new millennium 



https://www.salon.com/2019/03/24/teens-have-less-face-time-with-their-friends-and-are-lonelier-than-ever_partner/



Mental Health Among Adolescents is Declining

2019 NSDUH

74% increase in past year MDE among 
adolescents aged 12-17 between 2004 (9%) 
and 2019 (15.7%)

Does not include 
anxiety disorders 
and other mental 
health conditions

MDE = Major Depressive Episode



Percentage of young adults 18-25 with past year episode of major 
depression DOUBLED between 2009 (5.2%) and 2019 (10.3%)

Note: Nearly 1 in 3 
(29.4%) young adults reach 
criteria for any past year 
mental illness now!

18 to 25

More Young Adults are Struggling



More Underage Drinkers Aged 12-20 Drinking Alone 

NSDUH – online analysis through SAMHDA
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Teens are socializing less which could contribute to the 
decline in alcohol use, but more are drinking alone.



Drinking Alone Is Associated With Poorer Mental Health

• From a study by Creswell et al (2014) – “Results indicate that drinking alone 
is an important type of alcohol-use behavior that increases risk for the 
escalation of alcohol use and the development of alcohol problems.”

• Among drinkers 12-17, prevalence of past year MDE is 29.2% 
• For those who drank alone on the last occasion it’s 41.5% 
• For those who drank with at least one other person last time it’s 27.5% 

• Among drinkers 18-20, prevalence of past year MDE is 19.3%
• For those who drank alone on the last occasion it’s 28.4%. 
• For those who drank with at least one other person last time it’s 18.6%. 

NSDUH – online analysis through SAMHDA



The COVID-19 Pandemic Contributed to a 
Global Decline in Mental Health

• World Health Organization estimates the following global changes:
• 28% increase in cases of major depressive disorder (MDD)
• 26% increase in cases of anxiety disorders (AD)

• Global study of people under 18 found:
• Prevalence of clinical symptoms was 25.2% for depression and 20.5% for 

anxiety 
• Double pre-pandemic levels

• Given links between poor mental health and alcohol misuse, one might expect 
more alcohol use during COVID 
• 2.9% increase in per capita consumption in 2020, the largest increase since 

1968
• Around 23% of people drank more and 23% drank less

Sources: World Health Organization (2022); Vahratian et al. (2021); Everett Jones et al (2022); Racine et al (2021)



More Alcohol Use During the 
COVID-19 Pandemic

• 2.9% increase in per capita consumption in 2020, the largest increase since 
1968

• Around 23% of people drank more and 23% drank less

Sources: World Health Organization (2022); Vahratian et al. (2021); Everett Jones et al (2022); Racine et al (2021)



Shift Toward Drinking to Cope During COVID

• Studies suggest some people are drinking more during the pandemic while others are drinking 
less

• Negative emotions are common factors for those drinking more:
• A survey by the American Psychological Association (2021) found that nearly 1 in 4 

adults (23%) reported drinking more alcohol to cope with stress during the pandemic 
• In a study of people ≥55, 11% reported drinking more and increases related to 

loneliness, anxiety and depression (Eastman et al., 2021)
• In another survey, 29% of respondents reported drinking more and the odds of 

increasing were higher for those with symptoms of anxiety or depression (Capasso et 
al, 2021)

• Other studies suggest having psychological well-being impacted negatively by the 
pandemic is associated with more drinking days and more drinks per occasion 
(Rodriguez et. al. 2020; Grossman et al., 2020)

• Such findings are concerning given that drinking to cope increases the likelihood of 
developing AUD



Alcohol use

Other drug use

Mental health

Adolescent 
Substance 
Use and 
Mental 
Health 
During the 
Pandemic

Source: CDC Adolescent Behaviors and Experiences Survey, United States – January to June, 2021



Incidence of AH requiring hospitalization 
increased 51% from 2019 to 2020

Increase in a Variety of Alcohol-Related Harms

• Increase in the percentage of Emergency Department visits that involve acute excessive 
alcohol consumption (Esser et al., 2022)

• Increase in the incidence of alcohol withdrawal in hospitalized patients (Schimmel et al., 2021; 
Sharma et al, 2021)

• Increase in deaths from alcohol-associated liver diseases that was
bigger than increases in prior years (Deutsch-Link et al., 2022)

• 14% increase in alcohol-
impaired driving fatalities 
(NHTSA, 2022)

• Increase in hospitalizations 
for alcohol-related hepatitis 
(AH) between 2019 and 
2020 – particularly for 
women and people <40 (Sohal
et al., 2022)

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35368619/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34060168/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33656526/
https://www.cghjournal.org/action/showPdf?pii=S1542-3565%2822%2900292-0
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34653062/


Increase in Alcohol-Related Deaths During the Pandemic

• Alcohol-related deaths increased 25% in 2020 as the pandemic unfolded and the number 
remained elevated in the first half of 2021. 

Source: White, A, Castle, I, 
Powell, P, Hingson, R, Koob, G. 

2022 Mar 18. 
doi:10.1001/jama.2022.4308

Monthly Alcohol-Related Deaths Among People 16 Years and Older



Treatment Gaps – Need to Increase the Number of People Who Are 
Screened for Problems With Alcohol and Connected to Resources

• In 2019, only 7.6% of people with AUD received treatment of any type in 
the previous year (SAMHSA, 2019)

• >85% of people see a healthcare provider each year (NCHS, 2018)
• Most are asked a single question about alcohol typically on an intake form 

(SAMHSA, 2019)
• Very few are asked additional questions, offered advise or connected to 

further resources 
• We know that formal Screening Brief Intervention and Referral to 

Treatment (SBIRT) can help it just is not utilized often enough





Rethinking Drinking and the Treatment Navigator

Source: White, A, Castle, I, 
Powell, P, Hingson, R, Koob, G. 

2022 Mar 18. 
doi:10.1001/jama.2022.4308

https://www.rethinkingdrinking.niaaa.nih.gov/

https://alcoholtreatment.niaaa.nih.gov/



In Closing

• Alcohol use and harms were increasing among adults before the pandemic 
and escalated during the pandemic

• Alcohol use is declining among adolescents and young adults and gender 
gaps have narrowed and reversed

• Declines are good news but the prevalence of drinking alone and drinking 
to cope is increasing for our kids

• General shift toward drinking to cope during the pandemic
• Mental health and substance misuse go hand in hand
• Important to address both rather then compartmentalize the prevention 

and care
• Screening and referral to resources is a critical part of the strategy to close 

the treatment gap



Thank You! NIAAA:

Your source for credible, evidence-based  information 
about alcohol and health.

Special thanks to:
George Koob, PhD

Bridget Williams-Simmons, PhD
Patricia Powell, PhD

@NIAAAnews @NIAAAnews @NIAAAgov

Visit our website and follow us on social media!
www.niaaa.nih.gov
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