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Alcohol Consumption and Related Harms



Alcohol consumption in the U.S.
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About 70% 
of the U.S. population aged 21 or 
older consumed alcohol in 2019, and 
more than half drank alcohol in the 
past month.

About 26%
of the U.S. population aged 21 or 
older reported binge drinking in the 
past month.



Excessive Alcohol Use: the Toll on Society
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More than 200 diseases and injury-related health conditions

A 47% increase in Emergency Department visits between 2006 and 
2014. A particularly large increase among females

95,000 annual deaths → third-leading preventable cause of death

Societal costs of nearly $250 billion in 2010
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What Do We Know About Drinking During the 
Pandemic in the U.S.?



Alcohol Sales in the US, in the early phase
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Changes in On-premise and Off-premise Per Capita Sales in 
March-November 2020 compared to prior 3-year Averages
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Source: NIAAA Alcohol Epidemiologic Data System Surveillance Report COVID-19. 



Consumption in the U.S. Anecdata in the early phase! 
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Consumption in the U.S. Evidence of Changes in Consumption 
in the Early Phase Now Mounting
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Survey of Alcohol Consumption and Related Factors 
During the COVID-19 Pandemic
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The Survey

What? 

Web-based survey 
using Ipsos’ 

KnowledgePanel 

When?

Wave 1: May 8–15

Wave 2: December 17–January 19

Wave 1: Barbosa, C., Cowell, A. J., & Dowd, W. N. (2020). Alcohol consumption in response to the COVID-19 pandemic in the 

United States. Journal of Addiction Medicine. https://doi.org/10.1097/ADM.0000000000000767

https://doi.org/10.1097/ADM.0000000000000767


Survey Respondents

993 Surveyed in Wave 1

790 (80%) Completed Wave 2

557 Reported Drinking During the 

Study Period

14

Female: 51% 

Male: 49%

21–34: 26%

35–49: 26%

50–64: 28%

65+: 20%

White, non-Hispanic: 63% 

Black, non-Hispanic: 10% 

Other, non-Hispanic: 8%

Hispanic: 20%

Northeast: 19%

South: 35%

West: 25%

Midwest: 20%



Survey Measures
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Three Main Drinking Outcomes
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Average drinks per month

Percentage of people exceeding 

drinking guidelines

Percentage of people binge drinking
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Research Questions

How did consumption change over 
time?

Are the increases observed in the 
early phases of the pandemic 

sustained over the longer term?

Are changes over time larger 
among certain groups (e.g., 

women, people with children in the 
household)? 

What are the characteristics of those 
responsible for the largest increase in 

consumption?



Analysis
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o Computed consumption 

outcomes for February, April, 

July, and November

o Stratified sample based on 

drinking outcomes to identify 

drinking patterns during the 

pandemic

o Regression analysis to test 

for differences across groups
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Results



Drinks per Month
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Significant difference from Feb.: *** p<0.001

Percent difference from Feb. in parentheses



Percent Exceeding Drinking Guidelines
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Significant difference from Feb.: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001

Percent difference from Feb. in parentheses



Percent Binge Drinking
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Significant difference from Feb.: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001

Percent difference from Feb. in parentheses



Consumption Relative to February
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o Compared with February, in April, 

most respondents drank the same 

(39%) or more (39%), whereas 

22% reduced consumption.

o By November, 54% of respondents 

were drinking more than they did in 

February.

• Average consumption in this group 

more than doubled, from 15 drinks in 

February to 33 in November.
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o A = brief increase 

o AJ = early mid-length increase

o AJN = early and sustained 

increase

o JN = late but sustained 
increase

o F-tests revealed significant 
differences across these 
groups in drinking for coping or 
enhancement motives.

Increases in Consumption Relative to February (n=398)



25

o AJN respondents who 
sustained increased 
consumption in all pandemic 
months drank an average of 
nearly one drink per day more 
than they did before the 
pandemic.

o AJN respondents were more 
likely to have children in the 
household (40%) compared 
with all other respondents 
(26%).

Increases in Consumption Relative to February (n=398)
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Drinking Preferences



Most Consumed Alcoholic Beverage
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Note: Among people who drank in a given month.



Drinking Locations
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Note: Among people who drank in a given month.
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Stratified Results
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Changes in Alcohol Consumption: Feb.–Nov. 2020, by Gender
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Changes in Alcohol Consumption: Feb.–Nov. 2020, by Race/Ethnicity
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Changes in Alcohol Consumption: Feb.–Nov. 2020, by Household 
Composition



Drinking by Race/Ethnicity and Gender Groups
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Drinking by Race/Ethnicity and Gender Groups: Detailed
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Drinking by Gender and Family Composition Groups
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Drinking by Gender and Family Composition Groups: Detailed
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Drinking by Mental Health and Coping Motives
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Drinking by Mental Health and Enhancement Motives
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Conclusions



Summary in Numbers
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o Compared with February 2020, consumption in April and 

November 2020 increased by 36% and 39%. Proportion 

exceeding drinking guidelines increased by 27% and 39%, and 

binge drinking increased by 26% and 30%.

o Nationally, increases from February 2020 to November 2020 

translate to

• 1 billion more drinks per month,

• 4.6 million more people exceeding drinking guidelines, and

• 9 million more people binge drinking. 

o Largest increases in average consumption from February to 

November for Black and Hispanic women (173% and 148%), 

Black men (173%), men of other race/ethnicity (209%), and 

women with children younger than age 5 (323%).

o Largest increases in exceeding drinking guidelines for Black 

drinkers: compared with February 2020, increases of 140% in 

April and 510% in November 2020.



Key Takeaways
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Increases in alcohol consumption, 
including excessive consumption, were 

sustained from April to November 
2020, overall and across several 

groups.

The largest increases in consumption 
were observed in Black people, people 
with children, and people with mental 
health problems who drink to cope.

Among women, early increases were 
sustained over time, with more women 

than men exceeding recommended 
drinking guidelines between April and 

November 2020.

Among those with children, the largest 
increases in consumption occurred 
among women with young children 

(ages 0–5).



Research Priorities Moving Forward
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o Monitor alcohol consumption, with special 

attention to marginalized communities.

o Monitor alcohol-attributable harms during 

and after the COVID-19 pandemic.

o Support broader implementation of 

strategies to prevent and mitigate the 

consequences of increased drinking during 

the COVID-19 pandemic.

o Conduct more waves of the current survey. 
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