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Alcohol Harm and Covid – a pan-endemic within a pandemic

Ian Gilmore MD
Chair, UK Alcohol Health Alliance

A pandemic: “an epidemic occurring worldwide, or over a very 
wide area, crossing international boundaries and usually 
affecting a large number of people”. The classical definition 
includes nothing about population immunity, virology or disease 
severity.

An epidemic: “affecting a disproportionately large number of 
individuals within a population, community, or region at the same 
time”.

Endemic – a condition regularly found among particular people 
or in a certain area.

Alcohol is pan-endemic rather than pan-epidemic

alcohol harm in the Covid and post-Covid era
• Alcohol consumption and harm pre-Covid

• Impact of Covid
• Direct
• Indirect

• UK response to previous crises

• Impact in Lockdown on:
• Sales
• Patterns of consumption
• harm

• Response of the drinks industry

• Opportunities for policy change WHO Global Status Report on Alcohol and Health 2018

2.5 litres pa = 5u/wk
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• The global burden for alcohol use disorders has risen by 
40% since 1990, driven by rising and ageing population

• It exceeds the burden of other drugs about four-fold 

UK is 90 / 183, AAF 4.6% Adults in England exceeding CMO guidelines

Health Survey for England – NHS Digital
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Top 10 causes of working life years lost –
England 2018

2020

Top 10 causes of working life years lost –
England 2018

2020

WHO Global Status Report on Alcohol and Health 2018

Proportion of deaths cause by alcohol in Europe by age and sex

Alcohol responsible for >35% deaths in men aged 20-40 years
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The Nation’s drinking during the Pandemic
• Mixed but fairly consistent picture

• About 1/3 drinking more and 1/3 drinking less

• Heavier drinkers tending to be the increasing ones

• HMRC duty receipts down only 2.4% compared to previous 
year

• Accessing of treatment services reduced 

• Studied period March to July 2020
• Overall 6% fall in alcohol sales
• Average weekly sales per adult: 17.5 units (Scotland) 

and 16.7 units (E&W)
• Beer sales ↓, spirits steady and wine ↑

Covid in middle-aged British adults 

• high-risk drinking increased from 19.4% to 24.6% 
(p<.001)

• The increase in high-risk drinking was not moderated by 
sex, marital status, educational attainment or health 
status

• The prevalence of drinking ≥4 times a week doubled 
from 12.5% to 26% from before to during the pandemic 
(p<0.001)

• there was also evidence of an increase in the frequency 
of being unable to stop drinking.

Daly & Robinson Am J Prev Med 
2021;60(2):294−297
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Impact of Covid  on alcohol during 
lockdown in Melbourne

The VicHealth survey of 2,000 Victorians during the first 
coronavirus lockdown found men aged 45-54 years:

• Reported drinking more frequently during the lockdown 
period compared with the state average (28% compared 
with 18%) 

• Were four times more likely to drink more than four 
standard drinks on a single occasion at least weekly than 
women of the same age (18% compared with 4%) 

• Stated the reason for drinking more was feeling anxious 
or stressed (64%) and being bored (61%)

Covid and alcohol-
attempts to cut 

down and seeking 
help

Jackson S et al, Addiction 2020
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• Leaky gut epithelium
• Changes in microbiome
• Activation of inflammatory mediators
• Macrophage signalling
• Ciliary dysfunction / airway barrier dysfunction
• Many other possible mechanisms – including 

disregard for social distancing 
Alcohol Research Current Reviews 2015

Does alcohol predispose to catching Covid?

• Impacts on family, friends and communities
• Impact on money and resources
• Impact on education and skills
• Impact on our surroundings
• Impact on transport
• Impact on the food we eat
• Access to Health and Social Care
• Effect on individual health behaviours

• Comparison of referrals to KCH Liver Unit in June 
2019 to June 2020

• Rise from 28 to 67 referrals
• Average age higher (46y to 52 y)
• More severe MOF (3 to 16)
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NB: 
• Domestic violence bill going through Parliament in the New Year
• AHA calling for responsibility for alcohol to be in the brief of the appropriate Commissioner

JP Shepherd et al, JAMA 2021

Mental health and drinking in Intensive Care staff 
during Covid 

Greenberg et al, Occupational Medicine 2021

• Study of >700 ITU staff, mainly doctors and nurses in June-
July 2020

• Findings:
• Good wellbeing – 59%
• Severe depression – 6%
• PTSD – 11%
• Severe anxiety – 40%
• Thoughts of self-harm – 14%
• Problem drinking – 7%

• Mental health worse in nurses than doctors

• Problem drinking unrelated to other mental health findings and 
consistent with pre-Covid estimates of 2-24%
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Our social media view of alcohol and lockdown
Covid information flourishes in the 

era of ‘Fake News’
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Adapting product promotion
• Link products with health 

professionals etc
• New digital platforms

CSR, philanthropy and pursuing 
partnerships
• Donations, ‘helping’ NHS

Shaping policy environments
• Lobbying for ‘essential 

products
• Petitioning for easing of 

lockdown eg in pubs

Australian experience 
during Covid

“Echo the mood of the nation. Tap into key feelings and use 
this to influence campaigns:  be kind, help others, stay safe, 
be hygienic etc ….”
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Dec 1st, 2020

(Pan-European study led by University of Aarhus University)

Alcohol in previous crises

• World War I:

• Concerns about productivity
• Concerns about safety in munition 

factories
• Methodist Chancellor of the 

Exchequer Lloyd George
• Pledges by King George V and 

Lord Kitchener

• Result:
• Opening hours introduced
• Consumption fell to a third
• Escalating prices – a bottle of 

whisky 5-fold 

Alcohol in previous crises

• World War II:

• Alcohol and open pubs considered as positive to morale 
of wartime Britain

• Naval rum rations continued and used by army in dire 
circumstances

• Alcohol was never rationed, but sugar shortages 
threatened production

• From 1942 UK swapped wheat for Guinness with the 
neutral Irish Republic.
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Drug deaths rise 5% - shock / horror

Alcohol deaths rise 17% – quiet whimper

Policy opportunities from Covid

Greenberg et al, Occupational Medicine 2021

• Tackling health inequalities

• Legislation on domestic violence

• Volumetric taxation and differential duty for off-trade

• Links between mental health and alcohol misuse

• Strengthening treatment pathways

• Minimum Unit Price

Thank you
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Reserve slides

Key Findings:

• No clear evidence that 
£0.5 MUP led to 
reduced drinking in 
dependent drinkers

• Some evidence of 
financial strain

• No evidence of 
increased criminality
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Strengths and Limitations of the study:

Strengths:

• Large study in two countries at three timepoints
• Detailed information on subjects purchases and 

drinking

Weaknesses:

• Limited to alcohol dependent subjects who presented 
to treatment services

• Therefore difficult to distinguish treatment v non-
treatment (MUP) effects

• Repeat cross-sectional design rather than longitudinal

Monthly Scots drinking at moderate, hazardous and 
harmful levels before and after Minimum Unit Price
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