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HOW DOES ALCOHOL AFFECT YOUR SLEEP?

* REM is a unique phase of sleep characterized by random, rapid movement of the eyes
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of those diagnosed with 
an alcohol-use disorder 

have alcohol-related 
sleep problems.

ALCOHOL AND SLEEP

Disturbed sleep represents a MAJOR barrier to 
successful long-term abstinence when recove-

ring from an alcohol-use disorder.

It can take from 5 to 9 months of continuous 
abstinence to normalize falling asleep, and more 

than a year to restore normal sleep duration.

FACT 4:

FACT 3:

People with 
alcohol-use disorders 

commonly experience 
sleep problems.

Studies have shown 
that alcohol use 

can exacerbate the 
symptoms of 
sleep apnea.

The consumption of alcohol, 
especially in the hours before
going to bed, has been linked 
to poor sleep quality 
and duration.

FACT 1:

Drinking alcohol before 
bed can add to the 
suppression of REM*
sleep during the first 
two cycles.

FACT 2:

FIVE THINGS YOU CAN DO TO 
IMPROVE YOUR SLEEP

A GOOD NIGHT’S SLEEP IS ESSENTIAL 
TO MAINTAINING OVERALL HEALTH.

SEEK HELP IF YOU THINK YOUR DRINKING 
IS INTERFERING WITH YOUR SLEEP.

1) Reduce the amount of
alcohol you drink before
bed, or refrain from
drinking altogether.

2) Avoid using your
mobile phone or any
other electronic device
before going to sleep.

3) Establish a relaxing
bedtime routine. This
might include a sleep
diary, stretching, mini-
mizing bright lights, and
using your bed for sleep
activities only.

4) Increase daily physical
activity. Daily exercise
can help you fall asleep
and have a healthier,
deeper sleep. It also
helps to reduce stress.

5) Try to avoid eating
large, heavy meals right
before bed. If you are
hungry, eat a light,
healthy snack.

ALCOHOL AND SLEEP

THE IMPACTS OF ALCOHOL ON THE PROGRESSION OF HEPATITIS C 
VIRUS-RELATED LIVER DISEASE

ALCOHOL
Alcohol use decreases spontaneous remission 
of HCV and plays a significant role in worsening 
the course of liver disease in HCV-infected 
individuals.

Each alcoholic drink per day (defined as having 
12 g of pure alcohol) increases the risk of liver 
cirrhosis by approximately 11%.
The risk of liver cirrhosis increases even at low 
levels of alcohol consumption.

ALCOHOL AND HEPATITIS C 

Hepatitis C

THERE IS NO SAFE LIMIT OF ALCOHOL 

CONSUMPTION FOR HCV-INFECTED INDIVIDUALS

What is Hepatitis C? 
Hepatitis C is a liver disease caused by the hepatitis C 
virus (HCV). 
What are the risks? 
Many untreated chronic HCV infections develop into 
cirrhosis, which is the leading cause of HCV-related 
deaths.

Although effective treatments for HCV infections exist, 
there were still over 500,000 new liver cirrhosis cases 
globally caused by HCV infections in 2019.

The Sustainable Development Goals 

By Drinkers
1. Cease or reduce alcohol consumption as much possible 
if you are infected with HCV in order to slow progression of 
liver disease. 
2. Seek help if your alcohol consumption prevents initiation 
of or interferes with antiviral treatment for hepatitis C. In 
many healthcare systems, patients with HCV are ineligible 
for some treatment interventions.

By Healthcare and Policymakers 
1. Quantify alcohol use routinely in any patient under liver 
disease treatment.
2. In the absence of universal screening and diagnosis of 
HCV, those with higher levels of alcohol consumption 
should be targeted for screening programs.
3. Increase health literacy on alcohol and HCV for the public, 
health professionals, and policymakers for a more integrated 
response.
4. Support and promote population-based policies aimed at 
reducing alcohol consumption to reduce the burden of 
alcohol-related harms and comorbidities.
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WHAT CAN BE DONE? 

Aim to eliminate viral hepatitis as a 
public health problem by 2030

Addressing alcohol use among 
HCV-infected individuals can 
considerably enhance global efforts 
to achieve this goal.

ALCOHOL AND HEPATITIS C

The ingredient responsible for cancer risks 
in alcoholic beverages is the alcohol, or 
ethanol, itself. Therefore, all types of 
alcoholic beverages, including beer, wine, 
and spirits, can cause cancer. The risk starts  at 
low levels and increases substantially the 
more alcohol is consumed. Compared to men, 
women experience a greater increase of the risk 
of developing cancer per drink of alcohol 
consumed.

Reducing alcohol consumption reduces the 
risk of developing cancer.
The following regulations can support the 
reduction of alcohol consumption and 
ultimately of cancers caused by alcohol 
consumption:
• Making alcohol less affordable
• Banning or restricting alcohol marketing

across all types of media
• Reducing alcohol availability

NOT DRINKING ALCOHOL IS THEBEST WAY TO PREVENT CANCERSTHAT ARE RELATED TO ALCOHOL.

ALCOHOL AND CANCER
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multiplies cancer risks
4.Using alcohol and tobacco

1. Alcohol causes at least
seven types of cancer 

2. The most common types

of cancer due to alcohol 

are different for men and women

5. Cancers due to alcohol
are preventable

3. The risk of cancer
increases with the
amount consumed

Worldwide, in 2020 there were 740,000 
cases of cancer due to alcohol, and 470,000 
deaths from cancer due to alcohol. 
One of the ways that alcohol (in any alcoholic 
beverage) can cause cancer is through DNA 
damage. 

• 6% of male cancer cases
and 7% of male cancer
deaths are due to alcohol

• Worldwide, the most
common type of alcohol
related cancer in men is
cancer of the esophagus

People who use both alcohol and tobacco
have a five-times increased risk of 
developing cancers of the oral cavity,
oropharynx, larynx, and esophagus, 
compared with people who use either alcohol 
or tobacco alone.

The Pan American Health Organization strongly supports regulations to
place health warnings on alcoholic beverages so that the public can know about
the risks of cancer from alcohol consumption. Then customers can make
informed choices, such as reducing or stopping drinking alcohol. If you already
drink alcoholic beverages, reduce your drinking to reduce your cancer risk.

Alcohol is known to increase the risk of

cancer development in the:

Men
• 2% of female cancer

cases and 2% of female
cancer deaths are due to
alcohol

• Worldwide, the most
common type of alcohol
related cancer in women is
breast cancer

Women

Female 
breast 

Oropharynx 
 (throat)

Oral cavity 
(mouth)

Esophagus 
(gullet)
Larynx 
(voice box)

Colorectum
(large intestine
and rectum)

Liver

5 FACTS

ALCOHOL AND CANCER

ALCOHOL AND YOUR HEALTH
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       https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241565639

PAHO/NMH/MH/21-0023
© Pan American Health Organization, 2021. Some rights reserved. This work is available under license CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO.

ALCOHOL IS A RISK FACTOR FOR OVER 200 HEALTH CONDITIONS.
MOST DEATHS RELATED TO ALCOHOL CONSUMPTION ARE DUE TO CANCER, 

CARDIOVASCULAR DISEASES, LIVER DISEASES, AND INJURIES.

HIGH RISK DRINKING MAY ALSO LEAD TO SOCIAL, LEGAL, DOMESTIC, SCHOOL, WORK AND FINANCIAL PROBLEMS.

ALCOHOL POISONING
ALCOHOL-USE DISORDERS

BLACKOUTS 
BRAIN DAMAGE

DEMENTIA 
DEPRESSION

ANXIETY 
STROKE

ALCOHOL-WITHDRAWAL SYNDROME
ALCOHOL-INDUCED DELIRIUM

ALCOHOL-INDUCED 
PSYCHOTIC DISORDER

SUICIDE
HARM TO OTHERS

CANCER OF THE 
ORAL CAVITY (MOUTH)

CANCER OF THE 
OROPHARYNX (THROAT)

CANCER OF 
THE ESOPHAGUS (GULLET)

CANCER OF THE 
LARYNX (VOICE BOX)

BREAST CANCER

GASTRITIS
GASTRIC ULCERS 

PANCREATITIS

CANCER OF THE 
COLON AND RECTUM

RISKY SEXUAL BEHAVIOR
UNINTENDED PREGNANCY

SEXUALLY TRANSMITTED
 INFECTIONS

IMPAIRED FERTILITY
MISCARRIAGE, STILLBIRTHS 

SPONTANEOUS ABORTION 
PREMATURE BIRTH

FETAL ALCOHOL 
SPECTRUM DISORDERS

REDUCED IMMUNITY 
COVID-19
HIV/AIDS

TUBERCULOSIS
PNEUMONIA

VIRAL HEPATITIS (HEPATITIS C VIRUS) INJURIES, INCLUDING: 

FALLS, DROWNING, 
INTENTIONAL INJURIES, 

BURNS , ROAD INJURIES, 
SEXUAL ASSAULT

ALCOHOL AND YOUR HEALTH
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ALCOHOL AND SUICIDE

DRINKING LESS

• Avoiding intoxication and 
drinking when you are not 
feeling well is the best 
way to reduce your risks 
of a suicide attempt. If you 
think you are drinking too 
much, seek help to assess 
your risks and choose the 
right intervention for you.  

FINDING HELP

• E�ective interventions to 
prevent suicide are 

available. Talk to 
a healthcare 
provider if you 
are thinking 
about suicide. 
On a personal 

level, early 
detection and 

treatment of depression 
and Alcohol Use 
Disorders (AUD), are 
critical to suicide 
prevention, as well as 
follow-up contact for 
psychosocial support. 

1. People have about a 
seven times increased risk 
for a suicide attempt soon 
after drinking alcohol. 

2.The risk of a suicide 
attempt further increases to 
37 times after heavy use of 
alcohol.

ALCOHOL CONSUMPTION AND ALCOHOL USE DISORDERS (AUD) 
ARE ASSOCIATED WITH INCREASED RISK OF SUICIDE

Globally, more than 700,000 
people die by suicide every 
year. In the Americas, this 
figure is 97,339. 

77% of suicides in 2019 
happened in low- and 
middle-income countries.

In the Americas, men 
account for 77% of all deaths 
from suicide.

Suicide can affect people 
throughout their lifespan.

Suicide attempts are about 
two to four times more 
frequent among women.

There are indications that for 
every adult who dies by 
suicide, there may have been 
20 others attempting 
suicide.

FACT 1:

FACT 2:

FACT 3:

FACT 4:

FACT 5:

FACT 6:

FACTS ABOUT SUICIDE

UNDERSTANDING ALCOHOL USE AND SUICIDE 

3.The World Health 
Organization (WHO) 
estimates that up to 18% 
of suicides globally are 
due to alcohol.

4.The risks of suicidal 
ideation, suicide attempts, 
and completed suicide are 
each increased by 2–3 

times among those with 
AUD in comparison with 
the general population. 

5.The COVID-19 pandemic 
has had widespread 
impacts on people’s mental 
health and exacerbated 
many of the known risk 
factors for suicide. 

Alcohol intoxication can cause changes 
to your feelings, mood, and 
decision-making, which can lead to a 
greater risk of suicide: 

UNHAPPINESS, SADNESS, MELANCHOLY

IMPULSIVE BEHAVIORS OR ACTS

COGNITIVE IMPAIRMENT, 
NOT THINKING EFFECTIVELY

INCREASED SUICIDAL IDEATION

ALCOHOL AND SUICIDE

ALCOHOL IS A PSYCHOACTIVE SUBSTANCE THAT 

AFFECTS VARIOUS PARTS OF THE BRAIN. 

POTENTIAL EFFECTS OF ALCOHOL INCLUDE AGGRESSIVE 

IMPULSES AND LOSS OF BEHAVIORAL CONTROL. 

THE EFFECTS OF ALCOHOL DEPEND 

ON VARIOUS FACTORS, INCLUDING:

Sources: 

Pan American Health Organization. Regional Status Report on Alcohol and Health in the Americas 2020 [Internet]. 
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ALCOHOL AND VIOLENCE

• There is an enormous and unequivocal body of 
research supporting the relationship between all 
forms of aggression and alcohol use. This link is 
most prominently demonstrated in males.

• In 2016, there were 65,880 deaths from 
self-harm and interpersonal violence attributable 
to alcohol in the Region of the Americas. 

• Experimental studies have found a 
dose–response connection between blood 
alcohol concentration (BAC) and aggression, with 
the effects becoming significant with a BAC of 
0.05 g/dL and rising with higher BAC levels.

• Strong links have been found between 
drinking at harmful and hazardous 
levels and the maltreatment of children.

• Harmful alcohol use by parents and 
caregivers can impair their sense of 
responsibility and reduce the amount of 
time and money available to spend on 
the child.

AGGRESSION AND VIOLENCE 

CHILD ABUSE AND NEGLECT 

• Drinking by the perpetrator or 
by the victim or by both is 
frequently a factor in homicide.

• In societies where drinking to 
the point of intoxication is 
common, studies have found 
that 48% of both victims and 
perpetrators had been drinking 
when the homicide occurred, 
and that 37% of the o�enders 
and 33–35% of the victims had 
drunk enough to be 
intoxicated.

• There are di�erences in the way 
men and women experience 
violence from alcohol. While 
men experience more harms to 
the drinker, women are more 
likely to su�er harms from 
others’ drinking, including: 
sexual harassment; sexual 
assault; and family, marital, and 
intimate partner violence. 

• Studies have found a strong 
causal link between alcohol use 
and intimate partner violence, 
particularly a�ecting the 
severity of the violence. 

• Sexual violence can be 
associated with alcohol use 
and higher risk of human 
immunodeficiency virus (HIV). 

The amount ingested;

The cultural norms related 
to the use of violence, 
including gender norms;

Aspects of the setting in 
which the alcohol is 
consumed, such as:
— Strong cultural associations 

between drinking and 
violence,

— Expectations that 
drinking will lead to 

violence,

— Alcohol being consumed in 
contexts where violence is more 
likely to occur,

—Greater tolerance of violence 
when people have been 
drinking.

HOMICIDE

Sexual Violence 

ALCOHOL AND VIOLENCE

Sources:
1. Pan American Health Organization. Assessment of Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders [Internet]. Washington, DC: PAHO; 2020 [cited 23 Sep 2021]. Available from: https://iris.paho.org/handle/10665.2/52216 
2. Popova S, Lange S, Shield K, Mihic A, Chudley AE, Mukherjee R, Bekmuradov D, Rehm J. Comorbidity of fetal alcohol spectrum disorder: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Lancet; 
2016;387(10022)978–987. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(15)01345-8 
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ALCOHOL, PREGNANCY,
AND FETAL ALCOHOL SPECTRUM DISORDERS

Early identification and diagnosis have 
many benefits: 

•  Identification and diagnosis pave the way 
for interventions and support, and may 
help prevent secondary disabilities (e.g., 
mental health problems, substance abuse, 
disruptive school experiences, and 
dependent living) and improve life 
outcomes;

•  When FASDs are detected, risks for 
secondary disabilities decrease by 
fourfold;

•  Diagnosis provides a context for 
understanding a child and adult’s 
behavior.

ALCOHOL USE HAS AN IMPACT ON 

THE HEALTH OF PEOPLE. THE USE 

OF ALCOHOL DURING PREGNANCY 

INCREASES THE RISK OF:

• Stillbirth;

• Spontaneous abortion;

• Premature birth;

• Intrauterine growth 
retardation;

• Low birth weight;

• Fetal alcohol spectrum 
disorders (FASD).

FETAL ALCOHOL SPECTRUM DISORDERS (FASDS)

FASDs represent a range of disorders resulting only when a 
pregnant person consumes alcohol. People with FASDs may 
exhibit a range of problems including: birth defects of the 
heart, kidneys, or bones; facial abnormalities; growth deficit; 
brain abnormalities; intellectual disabilities; and problems with 
behavior and learning. They may have visual, hearing, and 
speech impairments.
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Fact

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO DETECT CHILDREN/ADULTS 

WITH FASDS? 
WHAT ELSE CAN BE DONE TO PREVENT FASDS?

Improve maternal and reproductive care: Assess 
alcohol consumption during regular medical visits, 
and advise pregnant persons not to drink at all.

1.  

2.  

3.  

Facilitate treatment and 
support services to 
pregnant persons to reduce 
or stop their drinking when 
they have an alcohol-use 
disorder.

Disseminate information to 
all people on the risks of 
alcohol consumption 
during pregnancy. 

ALCOHOL, PREGNANCY, 
AND FETAL ALCOHOL 

SPECTRUM DISORDERS 

ALCOHOL AND CARDIOVASCULAR DISEASE
The relationship between alcohol and cardiovascular disease is 

complex, dependent upon many factors, and mediated by the 
volume and pattern of alcohol consumption.

SOURCES
•   Pan American Health Organization. Regional Status Report on Alcohol and Health 2020. Washington, DC: PAHO; 2020. Available from: https://iris.paho.org/handle/10665.2/52705.
•   Piano MR. Alcohol’s E�ects on the Cardiovascular System. Alcohol Res. 2017;38(2):219–41. Available from: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5513687/.
•    Wood AM, Kaptoge S, Butterworth AS, Willeit P, Warnakula S, Bolton T, et al. Risk thresholds for alcohol consumption: combined analysis of individual-participant data for 599 912 current 

drinkers in 83 prospective studies. Lancet. 2018;391(10129):1513–23. Available from: https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(18)30134-X/fulltext.

 1  * Heavy episodic drinking is defined as 60+ grams of pure alcohol for men, and 40+ grams for women, on at least one occasion monthly. Given that one standard drink contains 10 g of pure 
alcohol, that is roughly 6 standard drinks for men, and 4 standard drinks for women.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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Low levels of alcohol consumption, as low 
as 5 g of alcohol (half a drink a day), may 
provide a small protective effect against 
ischemic heart disease. However:

• Most people drink above these levels. In 
the Americas, most drinkers on average 
drink above the levels that can offer any 
protection, and 25% report heavy episodic 
drinking.1

• Low-level drinkers who engage in heavy 
episodic drinking have an increased risk 
of CVD.

• The greater a person’s average alcohol consumption, the 
higher the risk of CVD.

• The effects of alcohol on CVD per standard drink of beer, 
spirits, and wine consumed are similar. No additional 
benefit is associated with red wine.
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ALCOHOL AND 
CARDIOVASCULAR

DISEASE

Alcohol 
stimulates immunity 
and resistance to 
the virus.

•  Alcohol is not a healthy product. It does not protect against 
COVID-19 and it may exacerbate your risk of contracting and having 
complications from COVID-19 infection.

• Do not begin using alcohol to cope with feelings of sadness, 
anxiety, and fears during the pandemic. Your consumption may 
increase, and it may become difficult to stop or reduce your 
consumption when you want to.

• If you drink, drink less. Do not start drinking to feel better or to 
improve your mental health.

• Be a role model and avoid intoxication when kids are around. 
Talk to them about their exposure to alcohol marketing on social 
media and how it can influence them.

ALCOHOL AND COVID-19

FACT 1:

Sources: 

Garcia-Cerde R, Valente JY, Sohi I, Falade R, Sanchez ZM, Monteiro MG. Alcohol use 
during the COVID-19 pandemic in Latin America and the Caribbean. Rev Panam 
Salud Publica. 2021;45:e52. https://doi.org/10.26633/RPSP.2021.52

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development. The effect of COVID-19 
on alcohol consumption, and policy responses to prevent harmful alcohol 
consumption. Paris: OECD Publishing; 2021.

Valente JY, Sohi I, Garcia-Cerde R, Monteiro MG, Sanchez ZM. What is associated with 
the increased frequency of heavy episodic drinking during the COVID-19 
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Depend. 2021;221:108621. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2021.108621
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Alcohol is often used for socialization 

Consuming 
alcohol destroys 
the COVID-19 
virus.

Alcohol poses many acute and 
chronic risks to health and is 
associated with an increased 
risk of weakening the immune 
system which can make indivi-
duals more susceptible to 
contracting infectious disea-
ses, including COVID-19.

FACT 2:

Alcohol consumption may 
intensify fear, anxiety, or 
depression, especially when 
people are in isolation, and 
should not be used as a coping 
strategy to deal with stress.

FACT 3:

FACT 5:

Alcohol consumption 
is a risk factor for 
acute respiratory 
distress syndrome 
(ARDS), one of the 
most severe compli-
cations of COVID-19.

FACT 4:

Online sales and home 
deliveries increased 
significantly during the 
COVID-19 pandemic in several 
countries. Online marketing, 
especially through social media, 
increased as well, including the 
promotion of drinking to youth.

IN THE AMERICAS

Drinking strong 
alcohol kills 
the virus in the 
inhaled air.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Misinformation about alcohol use  and COVID-19 spread during the pandemic. However:

IT IS NOT TRUE THAT: IT IS NOT TRUE THAT: IT IS NOT TRUE THAT: 

ALCOHOL AND COVID-19
IN THE AMERICAS

ALCOHOL AND DEPRESSION

• Alcohol is a depressant substance that 
slows down the parts of your brain that 
affect your thinking, behavior, breathing, 
and heart rate and can worsen feelings of 
depression.

• Regular alcohol use changes the 
chemistry of the brain, including a 
reduction of the neurotransmitter 
serotonin, a brain chemical implicated in 
depression. The more you drink, the more 
symptoms of depression you may have.

• Drinking to cope with untreated 
depressive feelings, or “self-medicating,” 
may lead to increased drinking and the risk 
of alcohol use disorders.

• Increased alcohol use can also a�ect 
personal, family, and social relationships 
and work life, which can contribute to 
depression as well.

• The rate of suicide among people who 
are dependent on alcohol is six times that 
of the general population.

• The presence of alcohol use disorders at 
least doubles the risk of having 
depression.

If you are feeling depressed, avoid alcohol 
consumption, and seek help. Discuss your drink-
ing with a health professional, as it may interfere 
with overcoming depression.

If you think you are drinking too much, seek help 
to drink less or quit altogether. Ask for an assess-
ment of any depressive feelings or other negative 
emotions that may need to be treated as well. 
Don’t wait to seek help.

Both alcohol use disorders and depression are 
treatable. A trained health professional will be 
able to conduct an assessment and may recom-
mend a combination of psychosocial therapy and 
medication. It is important to discuss treatment 
options with health professionals so that both 
conditions can be managed well.

Sources:
Mental Health Foundation. Cheers? Understanding the relationship between alcohol 

and mental health [Internet]. London: Mental Health Foundation; 2006 [cited 2021 
Sep 23]. Available from: 
https://www.drugsandalcohol.ie/15771/1/cheers_report%5B1%5D.pdf.

World Health Organization, Mental Health Gap Action Programme (mhGAP). mhGAP 
intervention guide for mental, neurological and substance use disorders in 
non-specialized health settings – version 2.0 [Internet]. Geneva: WHO; 2016 [cited 
2021 Sep 23]. Available from: 
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241549790.

PAHO/NMH/MH/21-0026
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Depressive disorders are 
characterized by sadness, 
loss of interest or pleasure, 
feelings of guilt or low 
self-worth, disturbed sleep 
or appetite, feelings of 
tiredness, and poor 
concentration and can be 
long-lasting or recurrent, 
substantially impairing an 
individual’s ability to 
function at work or school 
or cope with daily life. 
Depressive disorders may 
result in suicide.

Alcohol consumption has 
a complex relationship 
with depressive 
disorders. 
Alcohol use can worsen 
depressive symptoms 
and lead to depression, 
and depression can lead 
to increased alcohol use.

FACT :

What is the problem with 

drinking to cope with depression?

RECOMMENDATIONS

ALCOHOL AND DEPRESSION

Alcohol per capita consumption 

Total alcohol per capita consumption (APC) is 
de�ned as the total amount of alcohol (including all 
sources and types of alcohol products) consumed 
per person (15 years of age or older) per year, 
expressed in liters of pure alcohol. This is the most 
reliable indicator used to track the consumption of 
alcohol at the national level. 

• Has the second highest average APC (7.5 
L), after Europe (11 L), and is also above the 
global average (5.8 L);

• 56.7% of adults (aged 15+) consumed at 
least one standard alcoholic drink in 2016;

• 25% of the general population are heavy 
episodic drinkers, defined as consuming 
more than 60 g of pure alcohol (about six 
standard alcoholic drinks) for men and 
more than 40 g of pure alcohol for women, 
on at least one occasion monthly;

• Has the highest prevalence of alcohol use 
disorders for women and second highest 
for men. In 2016, 1 in every 12 adults (8.2%) 
in the Americas met criteria for an alcohol 
use disorder, which is almost double the 
world average (5.1%).

Sources:
1. Pan American Health Organization. Regional Status Report on Alcohol and Health 2020 [Internet]. Washington, DC: PAHO; 2020 [cited 20 Oct 2021]. License: CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO. 
https://iris.paho.org/handle/10665.2/52705
2. Pan American Health Organization. Core Indicators 2019: Health Trends in the Americas [Internet]. Washington, DC: PAHO; 2019 [cited 20 Oct 2021]. https://iris.paho.org/handle/10665.2/51542

PAHO/NMH/MH/21-0038 
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Alcohol use is not a healthy habit.                                    
Do not start drinking for better health.

If you drink alcohol, reduce your consumption 
to minimize the risk of alcohol-related harms.

The Region of the Americas:

Recommendations

Region of
the Americas

7.5

584
drinks per year

1.6 drinks per day

12.9

1,022 drinks per year

2.8 drinks per day

Females
3.4

255
drinks per year

0.7 drinks per day

6.8

547 drinks per year

1.5 drinks per day

TOTAL
POPULATION

(AGED 15+)

Males

11.8

949
drinks per year

2.6 drinks per day

17.7

1,387 drinks per year

3.8 drinks per day

AMONG
DRINKERS

(2016)

In the Americas, 
total APC in 2019 was 

Fact 1

7.5 L

ALCOHOL EPIDEMIOLOGY IN THE AMERICAS 

10g of 
pure alcoholOne standard

alcoholic drink
 contains 

= = This amount is equivalent to: 
• one glass of beer (255 ml)
• or one glass of wine (100 ml)
• or one shot of distilled 

spirits (30 ml)

Alcohol consumption in the Region is 
responsible for at least 379,000 deaths a 
year, and in 2016 it represented 5.5% of 
all deaths in the Region. Most lives were 
lost due to cancers (83,351), self-harm 
and interpersonal violence (65,880), and 
digestive diseases (62,668).

Fact 2

Total APC, 2019 (liters 
of pure alcohol) APC, by sex, 2019 (liters of pure alcohol) 

ALCOHOL EPIDEMIOLOGY
IN THE AMERICAS

• Informally produced alcohol such as 
homemade fermented or distilled 
beverages and small-scale production of 
traditional beverages:

> Pulque, Mexico
> Chicha de jora and cañazo, Peru.

• Illicit alcohol such as alcohol smuggled 
across borders or produced illegally to 
avoid taxes and tariffs.

13.8% of the alcohol 
consumed in the 
Americas is 
unrecorded.

which encompasses ethanol-based products that 
are not officially intended for human consumption:

Mouthwash; Medical tinctures; Windshield washer fluid; 
Hand sanitizer; Antifreeze; Cleaning fluids; Ethanol 

used as fuel in cars.

13.8%

For consumers:
• Avoid non-commercial alcohol products, especially if you 
do not know their origin and how they were produced. If you 
accidentally drink contaminated alcohol, seek help immediately, 
contacting a poison control center or going to an emergency room.
• Seek help if you think you may be drinking too much and can 

For governments:
• Unrecorded alcohols are not regulated by governments. Countries 
should consider improving their monitoring and surveillance to 
track unrecorded alcohol.
• Countries can also implement policies to enforce alcohol laws and 
prevent the use of unrecorded alcohols (such as alcohol stamps).

UNRECORDED ALCOHOL

FACT 1:

The harms associated 
with unrecorded alcohol 
are similar to those of 
recorded alcohol (with 
the exception of 
methanol poisoning and 
harms caused by 
contaminants).

Unrecorded alcohol 
products are often 
consumed by chronic 
heavy drinkers, people 
with alcohol use 
disorders, and socially 
marginalized 
populations.

FACT 2: FACT 3:

Surrogate alcohol

Sources:
Pan American Health Organization. Regional Status Report on Alcohol and 

Health 2020. Washington, DC: PAHO; 2020. Available from: 
https://iris.paho.org/handle/10665.2/52705.

Lachenmeier DW, Neufeld M, Rehm J. The Impact of Unrecorded Alcohol Use 
on Health: What Do We Know in 2020? J Stud Alcohol Drugs. 
2021;82(1):28–41. https://doi.org/10.15288/jsad.2021.82.28.

PAHO/NMH/MH/21-0034
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What is unrecorded alcohol?

Unrecorded alcohol facts

Unrecorded alcohol is alcohol that is 
not accounted for by official 
government systems. It is usually 
produced, distributed, and sold 
outside the formal channels under 
government control.

IN THE AMERICAS

DANGER DANGER DANGER DANGER DANGER DANGER

In all alcoholic beverages, commercial or not, ethanol is the 
ingredient responsible for most of the harms from alcohol. However, 
unrecorded alcohol may contain contaminants, such as methanol and 
heavy metals, that are also harmful. If consumed, these types of alcohol 
can result in blindness and death, even in relatively small doses.

WHAT ARE THE DANGERS 
ASSOCIATED WITH CONSUMING 

UNRECORDED ALCOHOL?

RECOMMENDATIONS

Unrecorded alcohol includes:

UNRECORDED ALCOHOL
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LONG-TERM RISKS 

 of alcohol use to the brainIMMEDIATE RISKS  of alcohol use to the brain*

*For a full list of neuropsychiatric and other medical conditions associated with alcohol consumption, you can 
consult the WHO International Classification of Diseases.
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���Re-evaluate your alcohol use and replace it with a ����������
����
��
��������
.

����������
�������������to minimize the risk of alcohol-related 
harms.

����Do not start drinking to improve your health;�����������������
���������������������.

�������������if you would like to discuss your alcohol use with a 
health professional.

ALCOHOL AND THE BRAIN
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WHAT CAN YOU DO TO PROTECT YOUR BRAIN?
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HOW ALCOHOL CAN AFFECT YOUR BRAIN

Topiwala A, Ebmeier KB, Maullin-Sapey T, Nichols TE. No safe level of alcohol consumption for brain health: observa-
tional cohort study of 25,378 UK Biobank participants. medRxiv 2021 May;21256931. 
https://doi.org/10.1101/2021.05.10.21256931.
World Health Organization. ICD-11 for Mortality and Morbidity Statistics (Version : 05/2021). WHO; 2021 [cited 8 Sep 
2021]. Available from: https://icd.who.int/browse11/l-m/en

ALCOHOL AND THE BRAIN

The Alcohol and Health fact sheets series presents information on a variety of 
topics related to alcohol consumption and the impact on health. The fact sheets 
are aimed at the general public of the Region of the Americas to raise awareness 

about the harms related to alcohol consumption.

To access the fact sheets series, visit: 
https://www.Paho.Org/en/alcohol-and-health-fact-sheets-series


