
Alcohol use disorder is becoming more common, a new study 
found, but few people seek treatment. The findings highlight 
the need to better educate people about problem drinking 
and its treatment.

Alcohol use disorder, or AUD, is the clinical term for problem 
drinking that causes mild to severe harm or distress. Excessive 
drinking can interfere with work, school, and relationships. It 
also raises the risk of many ailments, including heart disease, 
high blood pressure, liver disease, depression, and some 
cancers.

Doctors diagnose AUD using guidelines that were updated in 
2013. The new guidelines combined 2 different disorders—
alcohol abuse and alcohol dependence—into the single 
disorder of AUD.

A team led by the National Institutes of Health (NIH’s) Dr. 
Bridget F. Grant wanted to find out how many Americans 
would be diagnosed with AUD based on the new guidelines. 
They conducted face-to-face interviews with over 36,000 U.S. 
adults. 

They found that about 14% of the adults met the criteria for 
having AUD within the previous year. Almost 1 in 3 people 
they interviewed had AUD at some time in their lives. Of 
these, only about 20% sought treatment or help for their 
AUD.

Problem drinking was more common in men than in women. 
It was also more common in young adults than in older 
adults.

“These findings underscore that alcohol problems are deeply 
entrenched and significantly under-treated in our society,” 
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says NIAAA Director Dr. George F. Koob. “The new 
data should provide further impetus for scientists, 
clinicians, and policymakers to bring AUD treatment 
into the mainstream of medical practice.”  

MODERATE ALCOHOL CONSUMPTION: 
According to the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 
moderate drinking is up to 1 drink per day for women 
and up to 2 drinks per day for men.

BINGE DRINKING: 
NIAAA defines binge drinking as a pattern of drinking 
that brings blood alcohol concentration (BAC) levels 
to 0.08 g/dL. This typically occurs after 4 drinks for 
women and 5 drinks for men—in about 2 hours.

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (SAMHSA), which conducts the annual 
National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH), 
defines binge drinking as drinking 5 or more alcoholic 
drinks on the same occasion on at least 1 day in the 
past 30 days.

HEAVY DRINKING: 
SAMHSA defines heavy drinking as drinking 5 or more 
drinks on the same occasion on each of 5 or more 
days in the past 30 days.

LOW RISK FOR DEVELOPING AN ALCOHOL 
USE DISORDER (AUD):
As defined by NIAAA, for women, low-risk drinking is 
no more than 3 drinks on any single day and no more 
than 7 drinks per week. For men, it is defined as no 
more than 4 drinks on any single day and no more 
than 14 drinks per week. NIAAA research shows that 
only about 2 in 100 people who drink within these 
limits have an AUD.  Even within these limits, you can 
have problems if you drink too quickly or have other 
health issues. 

 › Certain people should avoid alcohol completely, 
including those who:

 › Plan to drive a vehicle or operate machinery

 › Take medications that interact with alcohol

 › Have a medical condition that alcohol can 
aggravate

 › Are pregnant or trying to become pregnant 

ALCOHOL FACTS AND STATISTICS
PREVALENCE OF DRINKING: In 2013, 86.8 percent of people 
ages 18 or older reported that they drank alcohol at some point 
in their lifetime; 70.7 percent reported that they drank in the past 
year; 56.4 percent reported that they drank in the past month. 

PREVALENCE OF BINGE DRINKING AND HEAVY 
DRINKING: In 2013, 24.6 percent of people ages 18 or older 
reported that they engaged in binge drinking in the past month; 
6.8 percent reported that they engaged in heavy drinking in the 
past month.

ADULTS (AGES 18+): 16.6 million adults ages 18 and older (7.0 
percent of this age group4) had an AUD in 2013. This includes 10.8 
million men (9.4 percent of men in this age group) and 5.8 million 
women.
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