7.3 Alcohol

There are a number of recent sources of data on the prevalence of alcohol consumption in the Australian population, including the 1997 National Mental Health Survey, the 1995 National Health Survey and the 1999 National Drug Strategy Household Survey. Of these, only the National Health Survey collected information on the type of alcoholic drinks consumed as well as the number. We used the National Health Survey data to estimate the prevalence of alcohol consumption at various levels by age and sex. Because the National Health Survey collected information relating to the last 3 days on which alcohol was consumed, we have reweighted the National Health Survey data to give equal weight to the samples interviewed on each of the seven days of the week.

Because there were much fewer interviews on Saturdays and Sundays, the prevalence data for interviews on these days have considerable variability due to sampling error. Reweighting the data to give equal weight to these two days for each 5 year age group introduced considerable variation in the prevalences of moderate and high consumption for the detailed age groups. We thus used average distributions of alcohol consumption for Saturday and Sunday interviews for broader age groups (18-34, 35-64, 65+) to smooth these distributions for the more detailed age groups for Saturday and Sunday interviews.

According to these reweighted data, the average annual consumption of alcohol was 7.5 litres per person aged 15 years and over (9.7 litres for males and 4.3 litres for females). This is extremely close to the apparent consumption per capita for 1995 of 7.7 litres alcohol (ABS 1998). The prevalence of alcohol consumption was categorised into four four levels as shown in Table 7.3. These levels are consistent with those used by English et al (1995) for the analysis of risks of alcohol consumption and with the National Health and Medical Research Council’s recommendations on alcohol consumption (NHMRC 1992). The prevalence of each level of alcohol intake was estimated by age group and sex using the average weekly consumption of alcohol estimated for National Health Survey respondents and converting this to standard drinks per day (10 ml alcohol = 7.9 g alcohol).
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Source: ABS Apparent consumption of foods and nutrients database


Figure 7.6 Trends in the apparent consumption of alcohol per capita, Australia 1940—1996


Table 7.3: Classification and prevalence of alcohol intake levels used in this report


Average number of standard drinks per day
(1 standard drink = 10 g alcohol)

Prevalence (%) in 1995

Alcohol intake
Male
Female

Male
Female

Abstinence
0-0.25
0-0.25

17.6
31.0

Low 
0.26-4.00
0.26-2.00

67.9
56.2

Hazardous
4.01-6.00
2.01-4.00

8.3
10.5

Harmful
>6
>4

6.3
2.2

Source: English et al (1995), ABS National Health Survey 1995
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Sources: 1989-90 National Health Survey—NHS’90 (English et al 1995), 1995 National Health Survey—NHS’95, 1997 National Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing of Adults—MHS’97 and 199 National Drug Strategy Household Survey—DHS’99.  


Figure 7.7 Prevalence of abstinence, low risk, harmful and hazardous alcohol consumption, 



comparison of recent surveys, Australia


The proportion of men and women who are abstainers has increased from 1989-90 to 1995 and the proportion of men who drink at hazardous and harmful levels has also decreased (Figure 7.7). This reflects the decline in apparent per capita consumption over this period (Figure 7.6). However, the proportion of women who drink at hazardous levels has increased from 8.5% to 10.5%, while the proportion of women who drink a harmful levels has remained constant at around 2%.
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