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A deadly consequence of binge drinking

On average, 6 people died every day from alcohol 
poisoning in the US from 2010 to 2012. Alcohol 
poisoning is caused by drinking large quantities 
of alcohol in a short period of time. Very high 
levels of alcohol in the body can shutdown critical 
areas of the brain that control breathing, heart 
rate, and body temperature, resulting in death. 
Alcohol poisoning deaths affect people of all ages 
but are most common among middle-aged adults 
and men.

States and communities can take steps 
to reduce alcohol poisoning deaths by 
preventing binge drinking, including: 

◊◊ Partnering with police, community groups, 
health departments, and doctors, nurses,  
and other health care providers to reduce 
binge drinking and related harms.

◊◊Tracking the role of alcohol in injuries 
and deaths.

◊◊ Supporting proven programs and policies that 
decrease binge drinking. States with stronger 
alcohol policies have less binge drinking.

An average of 6 people die of alcohol 
poisoning each day in the US.

6 a day

About 76% of those who 
die from alcohol poisoning 
are men.

76%

76% of alcohol poisoning 
deaths are among adults  
ages 35 to 64.
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Alcohol poisoning deaths:  

◊◊Most people who die are 35-64 years old.

◊◊Most people who die are men.

◊◊Most alcohol poisoning deaths are among non-
Hispanic whites. Although a smaller share of 
the US population, American Indians/Alaska 
Natives have the most alcohol poisoning deaths 
per million people of any of the races.

◊◊Alaska has the most alcohol poisoning deaths 
per million people, while Alabama has the least.

◊◊Alcohol dependence (alcoholism) was identified 
as a factor in 30% of alcohol poisoning deaths.

Binge drinking can lead to death from 
alcohol poisoning.

◊◊ Binge drinking (4 or more drinks for women 
or 5 or more drinks for men in a short period 
of time) typically leads to a blood alcohol 
concentration (BAC) that exceeds 0.08 g/dL,  
the legal limit  for driving in all states.

◊◊US adults who binge drink consume an average 
of about 8 drinks per binge, which can result in 
even higher levels of alcohol in the body. 

◊◊The more you drink the greater your risk  
of death.

There are 2,200 alcohol poisoning 
deaths in the US each year.

What is a “standard drink” in the US?

12 ounces  
of beer 

5% Alcohol
OR OR OR

5 ounces  
of wine 

12% Alcohol

8 ounces  
of malt liquor 

7% Alcohol

1.5 ounces of distilled spirits  
40% alcohol (80 proof) 
e.g., vodka, whiskey, gin, rum

SOURCE: National Institute for Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism. 

Inability to wake up 

Vomiting

Slow breathing  
(fewer than 8 breaths per minute) 

Irregular breathing  
(10 seconds or more between breaths) 

Seizures

Hypothermia  
(low body temperature),  
bluish skin color, paleness

Life-threatening signs of alcohol poisoning include:
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Alcohol poisoning deaths vary by state 
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White, non-Hispanic 68% 

Asian/Pacific Islander 2% 

American Indian/Alaska Native 7% 

Hispanic 15% 

Black, non-Hispanic 9% 

Alcohol poisoning deaths are most  
common among middle aged adults

Most people who die of alcohol poisoning are non-Hispanic whites

Values have been rounded to nearest whole number and therefore may not equal 100.

Most people who die of  
alcohol poisoning are men

SOURCE: National Center for Health Statistics Mortality Multiple Cause Files, 2010-2012. 
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What Can Be Done

For more information, please contact  
Telephone: 1-800-CDC-INFO (232-4636) 
TTY: 1-888-232-6348
Web: www.cdc.gov
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
1600 Clifton Road NE, Atlanta, GA 30333
Publication date: January 6, 2015

www www.cdc.gov/mmwr

www www.cdc.gov/vitalsigns/alcohol-poisoning-deaths
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The US government is

◊◊ Supporting proven programs and policies to 
reduce binge drinking.   

◊◊Helping states and communities measure 
binge drinking and related harms, including 
alcohol poisoning. 

◊◊ Expanding access through the Affordable Care 
Act to new health insurance plans to cover 
alchohol screening and brief counseling. 

States and communities can

◊◊ Support proven programs and policies that 
decrease binge drinking.  States with stronger 
alcohol policies have less binge drinking.

◊◊ Partner with police, community groups, 
health departments, and doctors, nurses,  
and other health care providers to reduce 
binge drinking and related harms.

◊◊Track the role of alcohol in injuries  
and deaths.

Doctors, nurses, and other providers can

◊◊ Screen all adult patients for binge drinking and 
counsel those who binge drink to drink less.

◊◊Recognize that most people who drink too 
much are not alcohol dependent (alcoholics) 
but may still need counseling.

◊◊ Support proven programs and policies to 
prevent binge drinking.

Everyone can

◊◊Avoid binge drinking. If you choose to drink 
alcohol, follow the dietary guidelines.

◊◊Avoid drinks with unknown alcohol content 
or mixing alcohol with energy drinks. 
Caffeine can mask alcohol’s effects and cause 
people to drink more than they intend.

◊◊Get help for anyone experiencing life-
threatening signs of alcohol poisoning. 

◊◊Talk to your doctor, nurse, or other health 
care provider if you think you may have 
a drinking problem, or call the national 
Treatment Referral Routing Service  
(1-800-662-HELP). 

We know what works

The Community Preventive Services Task 
Force has identified programs and policies 
to reduce binge drinking based on reviews of 
the scientific evidence: 
www.thecommunityguide.org/alcohol 2010 Dietary Guidelines  

for Americans: 

●● Don’t start drinking or increase the amount 
you drink on the basis of potential health 
benefits. If you choose to drink, do so 
in moderation - up to 1 drink a day for 
women or up to 2 drinks a day for men.

●● Don’t drink at all if you are under age 21, 
pregnant or may be pregnant, have health 
problems that could be made worse by 
drinking, or are engaging in activities for 
which alcohol is dangerous (e.g., driving).

http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr

