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CORRESPONDENCE  

 

Variation in the health effects of alcohol use by location 

 

The Global Burden of Disease (GBD) project is a comprehensive observational study which 

has been central to understanding health challenges worldwide. A recent GBD paper 

concluded that the optimal level of alcohol consumption for health varies significantly by 

location.1 This variation could be real or ascribed to the limitations in GBD data.  

While non-drinkers were treated as a single group in the GBD analysis, they in fact 

comprise individuals who are life-long teetotallers and those who are former drinkers. 

Former drinkers experience elevated rates of diseases including alcohol poisonings, 

suggesting relapse.2 As such, just as non-smokers are separated into never and former 

smokers, it is also necessary to dichotomise non-drinkers.   

 Drinking data were based on overall alcohol consumption rather than binging, 

perhaps owing to mixed availability of these data across countries.1 Characterised by high 

alcohol use over a short period of time, binge drinking results in a rise in blood alcohol 

concentration too great for the liver to effectively detoxify. Independently of overall alcohol 

consumption, binge drinking increases risk of injuries, illness, and death.2-5 Moreover, 

people who consume alcohol moderately but are also binge drinkers tend to lose more 

disease-free years than those with high alcohol consumption but no binge drinking habit.2  

 In conclusion, the GBD analysis1 omitted crucial population-level information on 

alcohol use. As a result, part of the apparent geographical variation in the health 

consequences of alcohol use is unlikely to be real but generated by lack of consideration of 

the important roles of drinking history and pattern. 
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