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Can we enjoy drinking in moderation to the same 
levels as we get older?

�e �rst edition of AIM Digest online in 2007 carries the second part of Dr Erik 
Skovenborg�s three part series on drinking alcohol when elderly.

Dr Skovenborg�s analysis of the current evidence base is in response to the conclusion of 
the Cardiovascular Health Study (quoted in the �rst section of Part I) in which the US 
based NIAAA recommends no more than one drink per day for the elderly. Is this based 
on sound evidence?

�e fundamental argument used in favour of halving the USDA sensible drinking daily 
guidelines for an elderly man is based on the assumption of �dramatic changes in body fat 
and lean body mass among men as they age� according to NIAAA, quoting results from a 
36-year old study (1970) with a limited number of participants. 

Dr Skovenborg concludes that �A large body of recent scienti�c publications of excellent 
quality �nd much less dramatic changes in total body water with age�. His �ndings suggest 
�as the group of �elderly� consists of very di�erent sorts of people, it makes it questionable 
whether it makes good sense to issue blanket recommendations for such an inhomogenous 
group�. To revisit part 1 of the series, click here. Part two is found on pages 12-20
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NEWS FROM AROUND THE WORLD 

Denmark
�e Danish sensible drinking 
guidelines have  been reviewed. �e 
scienti�c board recommendations 
for Danish adults are: not exceed 21 
units (men) or 14 units (women) per 
week. One unit = 12 g alcohol. �e 
recommendations were found to be 
scienti�cally sound for adults except 
pregnant women, young people <18 
years of age, and adults with medical 
conditions contraindicating alcohol 
intake. No exceptions for the elderly 
were recommended. (Młrch LS 
et al. Er der grund til at ændre de 
kendte genstandgrænser for voksne? 
Ugeskr Laeger 2005;167:3777-79.)

Uganda
A new body as been launched in 
Uganda. �e Uganda Alcohol 
Industry Association (UAIA) is 
formed by alcohol producers to 
counter and reduce misuse of 
their products. It was launched by 
Uganda�s health minister Dr Stephen 
Mallinga. UAIA aims to contribute 
to responsible society norms.

Diageo is to fund research into how 
to stop those who drink and drive 
from becoming repeat o�enders. �e 
company has announced a two-year 
deal with the European Transport 
Safety Council (ETSC), which is 
based in Brussels. Under the deal, 
Europe�s �rst �Drink Driving Policy 
Network� will be set up to come 
up with policies to combat alcohol-
related road deaths.

Russia
�e deadline for new excise stamps 
for wine and spirits imported 
into Russia has been pushed. �e 
Russian government has extended 
the date by which imported bottles 
will need the stamps to 30 March.

�e new duty regime, which was 
initially due to be introduced in 
July last year, has caused chaos 
for the country�s wine and spirit 
importers. A lack of stamps saw 
shelves approach empty in the 
country, and caused the deadline to  
slip back initially to 29 December.

Last month, reports from Russia 
said that the Finance Ministry 
was pushing to postpone the 
introduction of barcode scanners 
that track alcohol production and 
sales from 1 February to 1 July.

�e introduction of both new 
stamps and scanners is an attempt 
by the Russian government to stem 
the �ow of bootleg alcohol in the 
country.

EU
In a vote on 18 January 2007, the 
EU Parliament called for �a higher 
level of political commitment� to 
road safety in all member states and 
EU institutions. �e vote came in 
response to the Commission�s mid-
term review of the Road Safety 
Action Programme which aims to 
halve road deaths by 2010.

Presently, there are 41,000 deaths on 
European roads annually, 13,000-
17,000 of which are caused by 
drunk drivers. �e direct or indirect 
costs are estimated at �180 billion, 
or 2% of EU GDP.  �e Parliament�s 
report urges full implementation of 
existing member state legislation, 
which it says could greatly improve 
safety levels if observed by road users. 
Other recommendations made to the 
Commission included calls for an 
EU-wide zero alcohol limit for new 
drivers, bus drivers and professional 
commercial drivers involved in the 
transport of hazardous goods.

http://www.aim.digest.com/
http://www.drinkingandyou.com
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SOCIAL AND POLICY NEWS

Drinkaware launches new corporate website 

deliver on objectives set out in the 
National Alcohol Harm Reduction 
Strategy and the �Choosing Health� 
white paper.   

All of Drinkaware�s existing activities 
including campaigns, resources and 
grant giving strategy will be reviewed 

�e Drinkaware Trust has 
launched its new website, www.
drinkawaretrust.org.uk.  

�e website sets out �e Drinkaware 
Trust�s purpose, governance structure 
and funding arrangements as well as 
its current activities. It complements 
the successful consumer facing site: 
www.drinkaware.co.uk. providing 
stakeholders with corporate 
information and links to partner 
organisations.  

�e site also summarises the 
background to establishing 
Drinkaware as a new independent 
charity, including the Memorandum 
of Understanding signed between 
Government and �e Portman 
Group.  It explains how it will 

once the new Board of  Trustees is in 
place over the coming months.  As 
it develops in the future, the site is 
intended to provide a key tool for 
communicating with stakeholders, 
including funders, government, 
local delivery partners, educators 
and campaigners. 

Chief Executive Kevin Byrne 
commented, �Establishing the 
corporate website is the  next 
step in establishing Drinkaware 
as a fully independent charity. 
It is an essential and necessary 
platform which will help us 
to communicate as widely 
and e�ectively as possible 
with all stakeholders during 
this important time in our 
development�.

UK poised to be Europe�s biggest wine spender
Within the next three years the UK 
wine market will spend more on still 
and sparkling wine than consumers 
in any other European country, 
forecasts Vinexpo and IWSR. By 
2010 retail sales will reach nearly 
£5.5 billion at which point the 
British will be spending more on 
wine than the French, Germans 
or Italians and making the UK the 
biggest retail wine market in Europe. 
Between 2001 and 2005 UK wine 
sales at retail prices rose 25% to 
reach more than £4.9 billion. 

�e study of the UK wine and spirits 
markets for 2005, with forecasts to 
2010, is part of a global research 
project commissioned by Vinexpo 
which takes place in Bordeaux this 
year from June 17-21. �e growth 
in UK retail value is a long term 
trend explained both by rises in the 
amount of wine drunk and by the 
higher average price of a bottle of 
wine in the UK of £3.11p - more 
than in most European countries. 

Annual average wine consumption 
is forecast to grow at 3.7% in the ten 
years from 2001 to 2010 � three and 
a half times faster than the growth 
in world consumption. However, 
British wine drinkers will still drink 
less wine in total in 2010 than the 
world�s top four: France, Italy, the 
USA and Germany; the UK will 
be in �fth place. In 2005 British 
wine drinkers consumed nearly 1.7 
billion bottles of grape wine. �is 
was equivalent to nearly 27 litres 
per person of legal drinking age a 
year, roughly the same as Australia 
(28.3 litres) or Holland (28.6 litres) 
but a long way behind Denmark 
(38.3 litres) or Germany (36.6) �is 
rate of growth will slow in the run 
up to 2010 when Vinexpo forecasts 
that wine consumption will reach 
28.5 litres per head, equivalent to 
38 bottles a year or 3.2 bottles a 
month. 

British wine drinkers are also opting 
to pay more. Sales of bottles priced 

at more than £2.90p accounted for 
nearly half of volume in 2005, a rise 
of 40% since 2001, while bottles 
priced at less than £2.90p grew at 
only 12%. Red wine accounted 
for just over half of all wine 
drunk in 2005 (nearly 53%) with 
consumption increasing by more 
than 35% between 2001 and 2005. 
Rose wine, however, showed very 
rapid growth of more than 63% in 
the same period and consumption 
of rose is forecast to rise by 25% by 
2010. �e research also reveals that 
Australia has overtaken France as 
the UK�s number one wine supplier. 
Between 2001 and 2005 the volume 
of French imports fell by 7.58% 
while imports of Australian wines 
rose by 51.7% to put it in leadership 
position. At the same time imports 
of wine from the USA more than 
doubled while imports from South 
Africa rose by more than 50%. 
(Source: Journee vinicole)
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SOCIAL AND POLICY NEWS

New communications 
focus for �e Portman 

Group
Michael �ompson is the new Head 
of Communications and External 
A�airs for �e Portman Group. He 
will manage �e Portman Group�s 
communications with industry, 
media, government and other 
stakeholders.  He was previously 
Senior Press O�cer at the Law 
Society. 

David Poley, Chief Executive of 
�e Portman Group, said this is an 
exciting time for the organisation:

��e Portman Group has an 
important mission to police the 
industry and be the advocate of 
social responsibility.  �e onus is on 
industry to prove that its marketing 
activities are justi�ed and in no 
way encourage binge drinking or 
other irresponsible behaviour.  �e 
Portman Group has to demonstrate 
to industry, government, media 
and other stakeholders that it is 
driving up standards of social 
responsibility.�

Michael �ompson said �e 
Portman Group wants to contribute 
to a balanced debate on alcohol-
related issues:

��e vast majority of people enjoy 
drinking alcohol socially and 
responsibly, without causing harm 
to themselves or others.  Everyone 
must be made aware of the risks 
of drinking excessively but harm 
reduction policies should be 
targeted at protecting and educating 
impressionable young people and 
the minority who misuse alcohol.�

�e level of drink driving fell during 
the Christmas period as police ran 
their largest ever crackdown on 
drivers over the alcohol limit. Police 
carried out nearly 146,000 breath 
tests on drivers during December 
in England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland (A rise of almost 10% on 
the same period last year).

O�cers found 9,658 drivers tested 
positive, or 6.6% of those checked. 
�is represents a slight fall from the 
previous year�s 6.9%. 915 drivers 
tested positive out of 12,494 tests 
carried out on drivers involved in 
collisions that resulted in injury 
- 7.3% compared to 8.6% last 
year. Police chiefs welcomed these 
improvements, but they said they 
were concerned by the level of 
people stopped for ��t to drive� 
tests who were arrested for drugs 
o�ences.

Another 251 drivers were arrested 
for drink or drug impairment 
o�ences after 666 �t-to-drive tests 
- such as touching their nose or 
standing on one leg -  were carried 
out on people suspected of being 
un�t to drive. 

�We believe this has been the most 
productive drink drive campaign 
to date,� said Meredydd Hughes, 
Chief Constable of South Yorkshire 
Police.

��e 9,658 drink drivers  
breathalysed and arrested will 
be brought to justice and could 
face disquali�cation, a �ne or 
imprisonment as a result of their 
choice to drink and drive.�

Transport secretary Douglas 
Alexander added: ��ese results 
demonstrate just how much 
importance both the government 

and police attach to the dangers of 
drink-driving.

But road safety campaigners have 
called for more to be done to 
minimise the number of drink-
drive related o�ences. Brake 
campaigners commented �We urge 
the government to give police new 
powers to stop drivers randomly at 
key times and locations to carry out 
breath and drug tests - at present 
they can only do it if they have 
reason to suspect drink or drugged 
driving.�

Scotland
In Scotland, however,  the number 
of drivers arrested over the festive 
season for driving under the 
in�uence of drink or drugs rose 
by 12% on the previous year, an 
increase of 100 o�ences - with 
drivers under 25 accounting for 
much of the increase.

Of those caught, 852 were stopped 
for drink-driving or refusing to give 
a breath test, while 27 were caught 
drug-driving.  And 29 drivers were 
so drunk, they were unable to give a 
breath or blood test.  �e four-week 
Festive Safety Campaign was run 
by the Association of Chief Police 
O�cers in Scotland. 

�e Scottish National Party has 
called for Scotland�s drink-driving 
limit to be cut following a rise in 
the number of young motorists 
found to be well over the limit.  
Deputy leader Nicola Sturgeon 
said that, if necessary, the Scottish 
Parliament should be given powers 
to legislate in order to amend the 
law.  Currently, the powers to act 
are reserved for Westminster. �e 
SNP voted to reduce the limit from 
80 to 50mg per 100 millilitres in 
October.

UK Drink Drive statistics for the festive period  
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SOCIAL AND POLICY NEWS

Two studies focus on US teenagers alcohol consumption

�fth among 10th graders, and one 
eighth among 12th graders. �ere 
was no further improvement this 
year, however.

Past 30-day prevalence of the use 
of �avoured alcoholic beverages 
(sometimes called �alcopops� or 
�malternatives�) was �rst measured 
in all three grades in 2004. In 2006 
it is at slightly lower levels in all 
grades, having declined by 1.1%  
among 8th graders and 3.7% 
among 12th graders. Use of this 
class of beverages does not seem to 
be rapidly expanding, there actually 
appears to have been some decline 
in the use of these beverages by 
teens.

�e survey also found that 75 
percent of 12th graders, the oldest 
high school students, had tried 
alcohol.

For more information please visit 
www.monitoringthefuture.org

A second study for the US 
government, published by the 
Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, found that nearly half 
of all US high-school students have  
drunk alcohol, and many binge 
drink.

Binge drinkers (�ve or more drinks 
in a row) - were more likely to have 

�e percentage of US adolescents 
who use illicit drugs or drink alcohol 
continued a decade-long drop in 
2006, according to the 32nd annual 
�Monitoring the Future� survey 
of 50,000 8th, 10th, and 12th 
graders in more than 400 schools 
nationwide. �e survey, done by 
the University of Michigan, was 
published in December,

Among 8th graders, 30-day 
prevalence of alcohol use has 
declined by more than one-
third since its peak level in 1996. 
Among 10th and 12th graders, the 
proportional declines from recent 
peaks have been smaller�one-sixth 
among 10th graders since 2000 and 
one-seventh among 12th graders 
since 1997.

Last year nearly all prevalence 
measures for alcohol use and self-
reported drunkenness showed 
some continuing decline in all 
grade levels, with a number of them 
reaching statistical signi�cance.

In 2006, the prevalence of being 
drunk at least once in the prior 
month stands at 6% of the 8th 
graders, 19% of the 10th graders, 
and 30% of the 12th graders.

�ese re�ect proportional declines 
from recent peaks of more than 
one third among 8th graders, one 

sex, �ght, smoke or use drugs, the 
study found.

�Our study clearly shows that it�s 
not just that students drink alcohol, 
but how much they drink that 
most strongly a�ects whether they 
experience other health and social 
problems,� said Dr. Jacqueline 
Miller of the CDC�s Alcohol Team, 
who led the study.

Writing in the journal Pediatrics, the 
CDC team said they analyzed data 
from 15,214 high-school students 
(aged 14 to 18) who completed the 
2003 Youth Risk Behavior Survey.

�ey found that 45% of the 
students had drunk alcohol in the 
past month. Of these, 64% had 
binged (70% of them more than 
once in the past 30 days).

�e regular binge drinkers were 
more than �ve times as likely as 
non-drinkers to be sexually active, 
more than 18 times as likely to 
smoke cigarettes, and more than 
four times as likely to have been 
in a physical �ght. �ey were also 
far more likely to smoke marijuana 
and attempt suicide, the researchers 
said.
Source: Miller JW et al. Binge Drinking 
and Associated Health Risk Behaviors 
Among High School Students. Pediatrics 
2007;119:76-85.
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SOCIAL AND POLICY NEWS

Repeat drunk drivers: Survey reveals what works

The Century Council has   
announced results of a recent survey 
in which o�enders were asked what 
would make them stop driving 
drunk. 

Ralph Blackman, President and 
CEO of �e Century Council said, 
�We learned that if drunk drivers 
received more severe sanctions the 
�rst time they were arrested, they 
would be less likely to drive drunk 
again. �e Century Council has been 
working to eliminate  drink driving, 
particularly hardcore drunk drivers, 
for over �fteen years. We believe this 
survey will assist law enforcement, 
judges, and policymakers in their 
e�orts to stop drunk driving.�

76% of respondents said, prior 
to their last DUI arrest, 1 year of 
mandatory jail time  �de�nitely 
would have made me stop drinking 
and driving,� and 75% responded 
that a mandatory �ne of $10,000 

would do the same. �e potential 
of longer jail time and sti�er �nes 
increased the likelihood that 
DUI o�enders would not drive 
drunk again. Additionally, 70% 
of respondents said that ignition 
interlocks would be an e�ective 
deterrent. 

A majority of respondents said 
that court ordered assessments, 
mandatory treatment, and court 
ordered community service 
regardless of the duration were 
tactics that were not perceived to be 
a deterrent.

A majority of respondents (54%) 
said they would be �very likely� to 
change their behaviour to avoid 
being arrested and convicted of 
subsequent drunk driving o�ences 
if more severe sanctions had 
been applied after their �rst DUI 
conviction.

Overall the survey revealed that law 
enforcement and the judicial system 
are working. An overwhelming 
majority (95%) of DUI o�enders 
believe it is likely you will be arrested 
if you are stopped for drunk driving; 
75% believe arrest is very likely. 98% 
think it is likely a driver arrested for 
drunk driving will be convicted; 
82% feel a drunk driving conviction 
is �very likely.�

Ironically, 80% of survey 
respondents said they worry about 
other drivers who might be driving 
drunk. �is suggests that these 
drivers understand how dangerous 
their actions are and that there is a 
dire need to �nd e�ective ways to 
keep drunk drivers, like themselves, 
o� the nation�s roads.
For more information visit www.
centurycouncil.org/press/2006/pr2006-12-
19.html

DISCUS launch toolkit

�e Distilled Spirits Council of 
the United States have linked 
with the Nutritional Educators 
of Health Professionals and the 
American Dietetic Association to 
produce a comprehensive tool kit, 
comprising a CD, patient hand outs, 
comprehensive links and reference 
sections and a brief assessment tool 
for primary care workers to use 
to assess and educate patients on 

alcohol use in the United States. Also 
included are guides to help patients 
with alcohol problems and a lea�et 
on the e�ect of mixing alcohol with 
medicines.

�e tool kit is carefully built 
around the USDA sensible drinking 
guidelines and was inspired by 
research that shows that patients 
who discuss beverage alcohol 
consumption with their health 
professionals are able to make the 
most educated decisions about 
moderate drinking.

�e strap line works on the premise 
�It�s not what you drink. It�s how 
much you drink. If you choose 
to drink, drink responsibly�. �e 
teaching tool explains the concept 
of standard drinks, calories, alcohol 

content and serving size and how 
this translates into daily sensible 
drinking guidelines.

According to research cited in the 
tool kit, only 46% of Americans 
are aware of how �drinks� translate 
into serving size and USDA sensible 
drinking guidelines.

Patient hand outs, presented in an 
easy to use tear o� pad, include 
a nutritional fact sheet with links 
to further sources of information, 
the bene�ts and dangers of alcohol 
consumption and a booklet 
discussing drinking and pregnancy.

DISCUS and its colleagues deserve 
to be applauded in the compilation 
of this comprehensive working �le. 

The toolkit can be view online at http://
www.alcoholtoolkit.org/discusOnline.html. 

www.centurycouncil.org/press/2006/pr2006-12-19.html 
www.centurycouncil.org/press/2006/pr2006-12-19.html 
www.centurycouncil.org/press/2006/pr2006-12-19.html 
http://www.alcoholtoolkit.org/discusOnline.html
http://www.alcoholtoolkit.org/discusOnline.html
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AIM Mission Statement

• To promote the sensible and responsible consumption of alcohol 

• To encourage informed debate on alcohol issues

• To communicate and publicise relevant medical and scienti�c research in a clear and concise   
 format via AIM Digest and the AIM Research Highlights

• To publish information via the �AIM Gateway to ResponsibleDrinking and Health� on moderate      
 drinking and health � comprehensively indexed and fully searchable without charge

• To communicate with consumers on responsible drinking and health via www.drinkingandyou.com  
 and via publications based on national government guidelines 

• To distribute AIM Digest without  charge to the media, legislators and researchers involved in   
 alcohol  a�airs 

• To direct enquiries from the media and others towards full and accurate sources of information.
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Science and Health

AIM SOCIAL, SCIENTIFIC AND MEDICAL COUNCIL

AIM � Alcohol in Moderation was founded in 1991 as an independent organisation whose role is to 
communicate ��e Sensible Drinking Message� and to act as a conduit for information from the industry, its 
associations and relevant medical and scienti�c researchers, legislation, policy and campaigns. 

AIM
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AIM Chairman

Helena Conibear,
Executive Director

Prof. Alan Crozier
Prof. of Plant Biochemistry and 
Human  Nutrition, University of 
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Julian Brind, MW
Senior Consultant, Waitrose
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Boston University School of 
Medicine

Tedd Goldfinger, FACC, FCCP 
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Heart Centre, University of Arizona

Prof. Dwight B Heath, 
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Prof. Oliver James,
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Publisher of Alcohol Update, 
Sweden
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Alfred de Lorimier MD,
Medical Friends of Wine

Dr. Philip Norrie,
GP, Wine/ Medical Historian and 
Author

Ellen Mack MD
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 MEDICAL NEWS

Alcohol may o�er protection against arthritis
Moderate alcohol consumption 
might protect against some types of 
arthritis, a preliminary mouse study 
suggests. 

Mice that drank diluted ethanol were 
about 40% less likely to develop the 
autoimmune disease rheumatoid 
arthritis than those given water 
instead. Researchers say that more 
studies are needed to understand 
exactly why alcohol has this e�ect 
and whether it also protects against 
arthritis in humans.

Andrej Tarkowski at the University 
of Gothenburg, Sweden, and 
colleagues injected male mice 
with a type of collagen to induce 
rheumatoid arthritis � a disease in 
which the immune system starts 
attacking the body�s joints. Some of 
the animals were then given water to 
drink in the following weeks, while 

other received 10% ethanol in their 
drinking water.

Scientists monitored the progress of 
the animals over the course of the 
following six weeks and looked for 
signs of joint problems and swelling. 
While all of the mice that drank 
tap water developed rheumatoid 
arthritis within 42 days, only 60% 
of those given diluted ethanol had 
the disease.

Mice  given  the alcohol also had 
higher levels of the hormone 
testosterone, the researchers report. 
�e team links this rise in testosterone 
to a decrease in the activity of the 
protein NF-Kappa-B, which is 
known to trigger the immune system 
to boost in�ammation.

Previous research in humans has 
shown that alcohol consumption 

can depress the immune system. In 
fact, heavy drinkers are at greater 
risk of catching illnesses such as 
pneumonia and bacterial infections.

Experts say the short-term e�ects 
of alcohol consumption seen in the 
mice warrant follow-up research.

��is is an interesting and important 
paper,� says John Hardin, chief 
scienti�c o�cer at the Arthritis 
Foundation in Atlanta, Georgia, 
US. �To my knowledge this is the 
�rst time that anyone has looked 
at the ability of alcohol to suppress 
in�ammatory arthritis.� But Hardin 
warns it is too soon to say whether 
people should consume alcohol to 
prevent against arthritis.
Source: Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences (DOI: 10.1073/
pnas.0608620104)

Italian study suggests that alcohol in moderation may extend life
Moderate drinking may lengthen 
your life, while too much may 
shorten it, researchers from Italy 
report. �eir conclusion is based on 
pooled data from 34 large studies 
involving more than one million 
people and 94,000 deaths.

According to the data, drinking a 
moderate amount of alcohol -- up to 
four drinks per day in men and two 
drinks per day in women -- reduces 
the risk of death from any cause 
by roughly 18%. However, �things 
radically change� when consumption 
goes beyond these levels, study leader 
Dr. Augusto Di Castelnuovo, from 
Catholic University of Campobasso, 
said.Men who have more than four 
drinks per day and women who have 
more than two drinks per day not 
only lose the protection that alcohol 
a�ords, but they increase their risk 
of death, the data indicate.

�e reason why men are protected 
at up to four drinks per day, while 
women lose the protection after two 
glasses has to do with how men and 
women metabolize alcohol. It�s been 
shown that when men and women 
who drink the same amount of 
alcohol, women experience higher 
blood alcohol levels than men. 
�erefore, women who consume 
more than two glasses of alcohol 
per day may be at increased risk for 
diseases of the liver and certain types 
of cancer.

�Our �ndings, while con�rming the 
hazards of excess drinking, indicate 
potential windows of alcohol intake 
that may confer a net bene�cial 
e�ect of moderate drinking, at least 
in terms of survival,� the Italian 
team concludes.

�e manner in which alcohol 
is consumed also appears to be 
important, the researchers report. 
�Little amounts, preferably during 
meals, this appears to be the right 
way,� said Dr. Giovanni de Gaetano, 
another author on the study. ��is is 
another feature of the Mediterranean 
diet, where alcohol, is the ideal 
partner of a dinner or lunch, but 
that�s all: the rest of the day must be 
absolutely alcohol-free.�

��e message carried by scienti�c 
studies like ours is simple,� Dr. de 
Gaetano continued, �Alcohol can be 
a respectful guest on our table, but it is 
good just when it goes with a healthy 
lifestyle, where moderation leads us 
toward a consumption inspired by 
quality not by quantity.�
Source: Archives of Internal Medicine,  
December 11/25, 2006
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Dentists discuss drinking habits with their patients

Addiction experts at �e Medical 
University of South Carolina 
(MUSC) say the link between oral 
cancer and heavy drinking makes 
dentists ideal sources of alcohol 
intervention.

A study also found that most patients 
don�t mind discussing alcohol use 
with their dentist.

Peter M. Miller, Ph.D., professor of 
psychiatry and behavioral sciences 
at MUSC commented that the 
results were suprising: �We thought 
alcohol was a sensitive topic. We 
thought people might feel it�s okay 
if their doctor talked to them [about 
alcohol use], but not their dentist.�

MUSC researchers collected 
information from 408 adults. All 
were treated at an emergency walk-
in dental clinic during a four-month 
period in 2005. Patients were asked 
questions about their drinking 

habits and their thoughts about 
having their dentist discuss alcohol 
use with them. 

About 80% of people in the study 
said that dentists should feel free to 
ask patients about their drinking 
habits. About 25 % said they would 
be embarrassed if their dentist asked 
such a question. However, 90% said 
they would give an honest answer.

More than 90% of the people in the 
study also agreed that if drinking 
were a�ecting their oral health, their 
dentist should advise them to reduce 
the amount they drink, or to quit.

�e National Institute on Alcohol 
Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA) 
estimates that nearly 50% of cases 
of Oropharyngeal Cancer (OPC) 
are associated with heavy drinking.

Miller said most people are not 
aware that heavy drinking is linked 
with oral cancer risk and, therefore, 

might wonder why a dentist would 
ask about drinking habits. About 
25% of the people in the study were 
drinking alcohol at levels that could 
be considered harmful, researchers 
said. �ese people were just as open 
to talking with their dentist about 
their drinking habits as people who 
drank less or no alcohol, the study 
found.

Miller said that the results of this 
study show that dentists should be 
trained in how to talk with patients 
about alcohol use. �We wouldn�t 
expect the dentist to do counselling 
- just provide information,� he said.  
�If someone looks like they have a 
problem, it�s a matter of referral to 
either an alcoholism or addiction 
treatment center, or a psychiatrist or 
psychologist.�
Source: December 2006 issue of the Journal 
of the American Dental Association (JADA)

Targetted interventions for �at risk� may cut risk of drinking in pregnancy
Women who drink often and fail to 
use reliable birth control are at high 
risk of drinking during pregnancy. 
A new study suggests that just a 
few counselling sessions can reduce 
those odds.

Researchers found that �ve brief 
counseling sessions helped high-
risk women to both reduce their 
drinking and start using e�ective 
birth control.

At 9-month follow-up, they were 
twice as likely as women who did not 
receive counseling to cut out �risky 
drinking,� start using a reliable form 
of contraception, or do both.

�What we were able to do was to 
help the women become aware that 
they were at risk, and subsequently 

they made decisions to change their 
risk behaviour,� R. Louise Floyd, 
a researcher with the U.S. Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, 
said in a statement.

�e 830 women in the current study 
did not use reliable birth control and 
they either drank often -- at least 
eight drinks per week -- or reported 
binge-drinking, which was de�ned 
as �ve or more drinks in a day.

More than half of the women met 
the clinical criteria for alcohol 
dependence, more than 90% used 
illicit drugs and more than 70% 
smoked. �e average age of the 
women was 30 years old, almost 
half were African American and 
51% had never been married. 55% 

had annual incomes of less than 
$20,000.   

Half of the women were randomly 
assigned to attend four counselling 
sessions on drinking and pregnancy 
and one on birth control options. �e 
rest received educational brochures 
on drinking and women�s health. 
Of the 830 women who began the 
study, 593 (71%) completed the 
�nal interview after 9 months.

Women in the counselling group 
substantially cut their binge-
drinking, Floyd�s team reports. In 
addition, 56% were using e�ective 
birth control, versus 39% of women 
in the comparison group.
Source: American Journal of Preventive 
Medicine, January 2007

MEDICAL NEWS


AIM DIGEST PAGE 10

MEDICAL NEWS

Alcohol consumption and risk of heart failure in the Physicians� Health 
Study I

�e authors of a recent study 
state that heart failure (HF) is the 
leading cause of hospitalization 
among the elderly, and 1 in 5 adults 
aged 40 years will develop HF in 
their lifetime. Data on the e�ects 
of moderate alcohol consumption 
on the risk of HF have been sparse 
and inconsistent. �is study sought 
to evaluate the association between 
moderate alcohol consumption and 
incident HF.  A total of 21,601 
participants of the Physicians� Health 
Study I who were free of HF and 
provided data on alcohol intake at 
baseline were prospectively followed 
up from 1982 to 2005. Incident 
HF cases were ascertained through 
annual follow-up questionnaires 
and validated with the use of 
Framingham criteria. 

During an average follow up of 18.4 
years, 904 incident cases of HF 
occurred. �e crude incidence rates 
of HF were 25.0, 20.0, 24.3, and 
20.6 cases per 10,000 person-years 
for alcohol categories of <1, 1 to 
4, 5 to 7, and > 7 drinks per week, 
respectively.   �ere was no evidence 
for a strong association between 
moderate alcohol consumption and 
HF without antecedent coronary 
artery disease. 

�e authors conclude that 
although heavy drinking should be 
discouraged, their data indicate that 
moderate drinking may lower the 
risk of HF. �e lack of an association 

between moderate alcohol intake 
and HF without antecedent 
coronary artery disease suggests 
that possible bene�ts of moderate 
drinking on HF may be mediated 
through bene�cial e�ects of alcohol 
on coronary artery disease.

Comments by R. Curtis Ellison  �e 
results of this analysis support what 
many, but not all, recent prospective 
epidemiological studies have shown: 
a reduction in the risk of HF among 
moderate drinkers in comparison 
with non-drinkers or, as in this study, 
occasional drinkers.  �e reduction 
in risk is usually found to be greater 
for HF patients who have evidence 
of antecedent coronary heart disease 
(CHD), suggesting that much of 
the protection is from a reduction 
in the risk of a myocardial infarction 
or other evidence of CHD. 

In an earlier paper from the 
Framingham Study, the risk for HF 
was lower for both CHD-associated 
and non-CHD associated disease; 
in the present study, cases without 
preceding CHD was divided into 2 
groups, those �without antecedent 
MI� and those �without antecedent 
CAD.� For subjects in the category 
of >7 drinks/week, the hazard ratios 
for HF for these two groups were 
0.66 and 0.84, respectively.  While 
the 95% CI for both of these hazard 
ratios included 1.0, the direction 
was the same as the overall results 
(a reduction in risk).  A weakness 

of the study is that only baseline 
estimates of alcohol consumption 
were available, so e�ects of changes 
in alcohol intake over time could 
not be assessed.  

We note that the estimate of HF 
for subjects consuming > 7 drinks/
week without antecedent MI (HR = 
0.66) was essentially the same as the 
overall risk for subjects consuming 
> 7 drinks/week (HR = 0.62).  Since 
the majority of cases (20 of 23) of 
HF among subjects consuming 
>7 drinks/week did not have an 
antecedent MI, there may well be 
other protective e�ects of moderate 
alcohol consumption against HF 
beyond its e�ects on CHD. �us, 
we are not convinced that the 
data support the conclusion of the 
authors that �possible bene�ts of 
moderate drinking on HF may 
be mediated through bene�cial 
e�ects of alcohol on coronary artery 
disease.�  �ere may also be bene�ts 
other than through the e�ects of 
alcohol on the risk of CHD.  
Article: Luc DjoussØ L, Gaziano JM.   Alcohol 
consumption and risk of heart failure in the 
Physicians� Health Study I.   Circulation 
2007;115:34-39.


