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consider 0.08 to be the legal definition of being intoxi-
cated. Since BAC levels are often not available, for 
example in surveys of previous use, NIAAA uses four 
or more drinks for women and five or more for men 
as the definition of binge drinking. Table 12.6 shows 
changes in psychological and physical functions as BAC 
increases.

Rates of Drinking
About two-thirds of all Americans over 18 have had 
at least one drink in the past year (see Table 12.7). 
Around 40% of men and 20% of women have at least 
one drink a week. Results from the 2014 National 
Survey on Drug Use and Health: Summary of National 
Findings suggest that 23% of the population partici-
pated in binge drinking in the past 30 days. They also 
found that binge drinking was highest in college-age  
populations (see Figure 12.15).

College-age young adults who engage in binge 
drinking generally believe that they do not have a drink-
ing problem. They also believe that they have no problem 
driving in these conditions. These types of cognitive dis-
tortions and lack of inhibition can lead to problems rang-
ing from passing out to traffic accidents to problematic sexual and physical encounters. In fact, 
WHO data worldwide show a larger proportion of deaths related to alcohol in this age group 
than in any other.

TABLE 12.6 Psychological and Physical Effects at Various Blood Alcohol Levels

PROGRESSIVE EFFECTS OF ALCOHOL

BLOOD ALCOHOL 
CONCENTRATION CHANGES IN FEELINGS AND PERSONALITY PHYSICAL AND MENTAL IMPAIRMENTS

0.01-0.06 Relaxation Sense of Well-being Loss of Inhibition 
Lowered Alertness Joyous

Thought Judgment Coordination Concentration 

0.06-0.10 Blunted Feelings Disinhibition Extraversion 
Impaired Sexual Pleasure

Reflexes Impaired Reasoning Depth Perception 
Distance Acuity Peripheral Vision Glare Recovery

0.11-0.20 Over-Expression Emotional Swings Angry or Sad 
Boisterous

Reaction Time Gross Motor Control Staggering 
Slurred Speech

0.21-0.29 Stupor Lose Understanding Impaired Sensations Severe Motor Impairment Loss of Consciousness 
Memory Blackout

0.30-0.39 Severe Depression Unconsciousness Death 
Possible

Bladder Function Breathing Heart Rate

=>0.40 Unconsciousness Death Breathing Heart Rate

Source: Campus Alcohol Abuse Prevention Center, Virginia Tech.

TABLE 12.7 Frequency of Drinking in the  
United States for Individuals Age 18 and Over

PERCENTAGE WHO DRANK: WOMEN MEN

Daily 2.45% 5.78%

Nearly every day 2.39% 4.98%

3-4 times a week 5.55% 10.00%

2 times a week 5.82% 10.46%

Once a week 6.77% 10.33%

2-3 times a month 8.27% 9.55%

Once a month 7.19% 6.72%

7-11 times in the past year 4.44% 3.51%

3-6 times in the past year 9.26% 5.67%

1-2 times in the past year 8.73% 4.91%

Never in the past year (former 
drinker or lifetime abstainer)

39.13% 28.09%

Source: National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism.




