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Alcohol and socioeconomic groups: Introduction
This factsheet focuses on the relationship between the employment status and income
earnings of those who drink, the amount of, and the frequency with which alcohol is drunk.
Official survey figures indicate that although the proportion of people who drink regularly
has fallen slightly in the last few years, the proportion of those who drink heavily (above
recommended guidelines) has risen, especially among those in work.

Among employed people, recent years' data suggest that managerial types and people of
senior professional rank in the highest income bracket are most likely to drink often and
above recommended limits during the week, but also that the negative health effects of
alcohol consumption are worst felt among the unemployed and routine/manual workers on
the  lowest  incomes.  This  demonstrates  that  the  relationship  between  socioeconomic
groups and alcohol consumption is more complex than it may initially appear.
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Consumption levels by economic activity status
People who are employed are more likely to drink alcohol than those out of work. They are
also more likely to drink to harmful and hazardous levels. Official survey data from recent
years charts  a strong correlation in drinking habits between those in employment and
those are not.* The proportion of people who drank alcohol in the last week was lower in
2011 than in 2008, for all 3 three categories, but the number of heavy and harmful drinkers
rose during this period.

Figure 1 shows that roughly two-thirds of working people in Great Britain were reported to
have drunk alcohol in the last week between 2008 (70%) and 2011 (67%). Roughly half of
all unemployed respondents claimed to have drunk alcohol in the last week (54% in 2008;
49% in 2011), and fewer than half of those classed as economically inactive claimed to
have so over the same period (49% in 2008; 46% in 2011).

Figure 1: Drinking in the last week, by economic activity status, Great Britain, 2008
to 2011

Source: Office for National Statistics (ONS), adapted from the General Lifestyle Survey (GLS), 2008 to 2011

* The UK Statistics Authority defines the following terms:
Unemployed people are  jobless,  have been actively  seeking work in the past  four  weeks and are
available to start work in the next two weeks; or they are out of work, have found a job, and are waiting to
start it in the next two weeks.
Economically inactive people are not in work and do not meet the internationally agreed definition of
unemployment. They are people without a job who have not actively sought work in the last four weeks
and/or are not available to start work in the next two weeks. 
The number of people in employment consists of people aged 16 and over who did paid work (as an
employee  or  self-employed),  those who had a job that  they  were temporarily  away from,  those on
government-supported training and employment programmes, and those doing unpaid family work.
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Frequency of drinking

Figure 1 also shows that the proportion of survey respondents who claimed to have drunk
alcohol 5 or more days in the last week was lower in 2011 than in 2008 across the 3
categories. The proportion of both employed and economically inactive people drinking 5
or more days in the last  week fell  by 2 percentage points.  The proportion of  drinkers
classified as unemployed fell by 4 percentage points over the same period.

Heavy and harmful drinking

The proportion of employed and unemployed people who drank above recommended UK
guidelines on at least 1 day in the last week rose significantly between 2008 and 2011, but
remained relatively constant for those classed as economically inactive (Figure 2). The
proportion  of  working  people  reported  to  have  drunk  above  recommended  guidelines
almost  doubled  between  2008  and  2011,  rising  by  23%  to  39%.  The  proportion  of
unemployed people who claimed to have drunk above the recommended guidelines also
increased significantly, rising from 24% to 30% over the period. Roughly a quarter of those
regarded as economically inactive exceeded the drinking guidelines on at least 1 day in
the last week during the same period, rising from 25% to 26% between 2008 and 2011.

Figure 2:  Maximum amount drunk in the last week, by economic activity status,
Great Britain, 2008 to 2011

Source: ONS, adapted from the GLS, 2008 to 2011

Between 2008 and 2011, the proportion of people reported to have drunk alcohol to at
least twice the recommended daily limit on at least 1 day in the last week (more than 8
units for men and 6 for women, known as heavy episodic or binge drinking) decreased
across all 3 economic activity categories. Roughly a fifth of working people (23% in 2008;
20% in 2011) were reported to have had a heavy episodic session on at least 1 day in the
last week over the period compared with the proportion of unemployed people who binge
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drank, which fell from just under a quarter (24%) to 16%. The proportion of economically
inactive people who drunk alcohol to more than twice the limit on at least 1 day in the last
week fell slightly from 13% in 2008 to 11% in 2011.
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Consumption levels by employment type
Official  survey statistics display a strong correlation between particular professions and
alcohol  consumption  habits  between  2008  and  2011  in  Great  Britain.  For  instance,
managers and professionals were more likely to drink alcohol than workers employed in
the intermediate and routine/manual  trades;  the large employer and higher managerial
types in particular reported a rise in the proportion of people drinking 5 or more days in the
last  week,  and  the  proportion  of  higher  professionals  and  lower  managerial  and
professionals drinking heavily and to harmful levels was also higher in 2011 than in 2008.
This is despite the slight downturn in alcohol consumption levels across all  professions
over the 3-year period.

The data shows that whilst overall consumption amongst employed people in general has
fallen, drinking amongst some professions has increased. The percentage of workers in all
professions reported to have consumed alcohol in the last week fell between 2008 and
2011 (see Figure 3). Fewer managerial and professional types consumed alcohol in 2011
(69%) compared with 2008 (72%). The proportion of intermediate level employees who
had drunk alcohol in the last week decreased by the same margin, from 61% in 2008 to
58% in 2011. Just over half of routine and manual workers had drunk alcohol in the last
week, the proportion of drinkers falling by 2 percentage points from 53% in 2008 to 51% in
2011.
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Figure 3: Drinking in the last week, by employment type, Great Britain, 2008 to 2011

Source: ONS, adapted from the GLS, 2008 to 2011

Frequency of drinking

The proportion of workers in all professions reported to have consumed alcohol on at least
5  days  in  the  last  week  was  lower  in  2011  than  in  2008.  16%  of  managerial  and
professional people consumed alcohol on 5 or more days in 2011, down 3 percentage
points from 2008 (19%). But within the group, the proportion of large employer and higher
managerial types who did so rose slightly, from 19% in 2008 to 20% in 2011. The share of
intermediate level employees who had drunk alcohol at least 5 days in the last week fell by
1%, from 15% in 2008 to 14% in 2011. Roughly 1 in 10 routine and manual workers had
drunk alcohol at least 5 days on more in the last week, year-on-year figures marking a
slight fall from 11% in 2008 to 9% in 2011. But within that group, the proportion of lower
supervisory and technical workers who reported drinking 5 or more days in the week rose
from 11% to 12% over the period.

The percentage of workers in all professions reported to have consumed alcohol above
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recommended guidelines on at least 1 day in the last week fell slightly between 2008 and
2011 (see Figure 4). Slightly fewer managerial and professional types consumed alcohol
above the recommended amount in 2011 (36%) than in 2008 (38%), although within the
socioeconomic group, the proportion of higher professionals and lower managerial  and
professionals who drank to hazardous levels was higher in 2011 (40 – 41%) than in 2008
(37%).

The proportion of intermediate types who had drunk alcohol above recommended limits
remained relatively static, at about a third throughout the period (between 30% and 32%).
Within this employment group, small  employers/own account workers recorded a slight
increase in alcohol consumption levels (32% in 2008; 35%, 2009; 34%, 2010; 33%, 2011).
The share of routine and manual workers who had drunk above recommended guidelines
in the same period fell from 29% in 2008 to 26% in 2011.

Figure  4:  Maximum amount  drunk in  the last  week,  by  employment  type,  Great
Britain, 2008 to 2011

Source: ONS, adapted from the GLS, 2008 to 2011

Between 2008 and 2011, the proportion of workers in all  professions reported to have
drunk alcohol to at least twice the recommended daily limit on at least 1 day in the last
week  (heavy  episodic  or  binge  drinking)  was  lower  in  2011  than  in  2008  for  all  3
socioeconomic classes. Roughly a fifth of managerial  and professional people (20% in
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2008; 18% in 2011) were reported to have had a heavy episodic session on at least 1 day
in the last week. The proportion of intermediate level employees who binge drank was
14% in 2011 compared to 16% in 2008. The proportion of economically inactive people
who drunk at least the recommended guidelines on at least 1 day in the last week fell from
15% to 13% over the period.
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Consumption levels by income earned
Households

According  to  the  2011  General  Lifestyle  Survey,  the  proportion  of  people  who  drank
alcohol in the week before interview increased as household income increased (see Figure
5). In the lowest (household) income quintile, 45% of adults drank alcohol in the previous
week and 9% did so on 5 or more days whereas in the highest, 77% of adults drank in the
previous week and 18% did so on 5 or more days.1

Figure 5: Drinking in the last week, by (household) income quintile, Great Britain,
2011

Source: ONS (March 2013), Tables 2.10 and 2.11, Chapter 2 – Drinking, in 'GLS, 2011'

The figures show that the proportions of adults consuming in excess of 4/3 units and 8/6
units of alcohol in the week tend to rise with increasing gross weekly household income. In
the lowest (household) income quintile, 22% of adults exceeded 4/3 units of alcohol and
10% drank heavily (exceeded 8/6 units) on at least 1 day in the previous week in 2011.
Adults earning in the highest (household) income quintile bracket were twice as likely to
have exceeded 4/3 units and were twice as likely to have exceeded 8/6 units of alcohol as
adults in households in the lowest income quintile (44% and 23% compared with 22% and
10% respectively).2

Individuals

Among full time workers aged 16 to 64 years, drinking behaviour showed a similar pattern
of  association  with  earnings  from  employment  as  it  did  with  household  income.  The
prevalence of alcohol  consumption was highest among those earning the most.  In the
highest earnings quintile 82% of adults had consumed alcohol in the week before interview
and 21% had consumed it on 5 or more days in that week. In the lowest earnings quintile
60% of adults had consumed alcohol in the week before interview and 13% had done so
on 5 or more days.3
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Figure 6: Drinking in the last week, by (individual) income quintile, Great Britain,
2011

Source: ONS (March 2013), Tables 2.10 and 2.11, 'GLS, 2011'

High earners were also more likely to exceed 4/3 units of alcohol than low earners. For
example, 52% of adults in the highest earning quintile exceeded 4/3 units compared with
36% of those in the lowest quintile. The relationship between earnings and heavy drinking
is similar. In the highest earning quintile 29% of adults drank heavily (exceeding 8/6 units)
on at least one day in the week before interview whereas in the lowest quintile this was
much lower at 20%.4 
1 Office for National Statistics (ONS) (March 2013), 'General Lifestyle Survey (GLS), 2011', p. 10
2 ONS, 'GLS, 2011', p. 11
3 ONS, 'GLS, 2011', p. 11
4 ONS, 'GLS, 2011', p. 11
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Socioeconomic groups' relationship with alcohol
Statistics on socioeconomic groups' relationship with alcohol suggest that although the
proportion of people who drink regularly has fallen slightly in the last few years, those who
drink  heavily  (above  recommended  guidelines)  has  risen,  dramatically  in  the  case  of
working  people,  who drink  most  frequently  and to  greater  extent  than  those who are
unemployed or economically inactive.

The figures also show that  average alcohol  consumption levels  have remained steady
among those who are employed. An individual is more likely to drink regularly and above
recommended  limits  during  the  week  if  s/he  is  a  high-income  earning
managerial/professional worker.

These statistics support media reports alluding to the idea of the middle-class professional
who  drinks  with  alarming  regularity  to  levels  of  excess.  As  alcohol  has  become
increasingly available and affordable over time, a larger proportion of the population has
been able to  drink relatively  large quantities of  alcohol  consistently. For  example,  one
feature titled 'Drink secrets of the middle-class',  stated that career women working in a
larger  organisation  or  with  higher  managerial  jobs  were  drinking  twice  the  amount  of
women in manual jobs.1 A study in the BioMed Central found that among middle class wine
drinkers,  there  was also  a  common perception  that  health  warnings could  be ignored
because  “their  own  drinking  was  problem-free”,  even  if  it  regularly  exceeded
recommended guidelines.2

Excessive  alcohol  consumption  can also  be symptomatic  of  the problem of  unhealthy
lifestyle habits among high-income earners. This is reflected in data such as the recent
Public Health Survey for Wales, which reported that adults in managerial and professional
households  reported  healthier  lifestyles  in  terms  of  smoking,  obesity  and  fruit  and
vegetable  consumption,  but  not  for  alcohol  consumption  or  physical  activity.3 This  is
demonstrated in Figure 7 below.

Figure 7: Maximum daily consumption, by 2011 WIMD quintile, Wales

Source: ONS (2012), 'Welsh Health Survey 2011', p. 73

The positive correlation between socioeconomic status and alcohol consumption extends
beyond the UK. Results from a comparative international study on alcohol consumption
levels  and  social  inequalities  showed  that  for  both  genders  and  all  countries  higher
individual socioeconomic status was positively associated with drinking status; in other
words, the higher income earned by an individual, the more alcohol s/he consumed.4

But there is also evidence that hints at the negative effect that heavy alcohol consumption
can have on the health outcomes of poorer households. For instance, a recent report into
alcohol-related health inequalities in  England and Wales was able to establish a clear
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association  between  alcohol-related  mortality  and  socioeconomic  deprivation,  with
progressively higher rates in more deprived areas, mainly among adults aged between 25
and 44 years.5 This was supported by an ONS publication which found that  men and
women whose jobs are classified as “routine” were 3.5 and 5.7 times respectively more
likely at risk of dying from an alcohol-related disease than those in higher managerial and
professional jobs.6 

Heavy alcohol consumption can also be symptomatic of alcohol dependency, which affects
tens of thousands of benefits  claimants on low incomes. The Department of Work and
Pensions found that  as of  November 2012,  there were 17,980 recipients of Incapacity
Benefit/Severe  Disablement  Allowance (IB/SDA)  and 36,500 recipients  of  Employment
Support Allowance (ESA) had alcoholism listed as their main disabling condition.7

Furthermore,  Scottish  trend  data  highlight  increasing  inequalities  between  households
over the negative health impacts of excessive alcohol consumption, based on the area in
which people live.8 In 2006/07, the rate of alcohol-related discharges from general acute
hospitals was 7 times higher for patients living in the most deprived areas compared to the
least deprived areas. By 2010/11 the difference had increased, with the rate of alcohol-
related discharges from general acute hospitals being 7.6 times greater for patients living
in the most deprived areas compared to the least deprived areas.

Figure 8: General acute inpatient discharges with an alcohol-related diagnosis by
deprivation; 2006/07–2010/11**

Source:  Information  Services  Division  (ISD)  Scotland  (May  2012),  'Alcohol-related  Hospital  Statistics
Scotland 2012', ONS, p. 7

Overall,  the  relationship  between  socioeconomic  groups  and  alcohol  consumption  is
complex.  For  instance,  evidence  on  purchasing  behaviour  presented  to  the  Scottish
Parliament Health and Sport Committee stated that 'harmful drinkers in the highest income
quintile are predicted to be buying 80 units a week of cheap alcohol'.9 Yet, official data also
shows that the negative health outcomes of alcohol consumption fall disproportionately on
the unemployed, manual workers, and those on poorer incomes.

In  a  newspaper  article  on  UK  drinking  habits,  CEO  of  2020health  Julie  Manning
commented: “What’s worrying... is the way in which we overlook the habits of the silent
majority  who  are  slowly  drinking  themselves  to  death.”10 Health  professionals  have
emphasised the importance of looking at measures to combat the rising threat of negative
alcohol-related health outcomes of people from all socioeconomic backgrounds.

** Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD)
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