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About This Guide

Increasingly, underage alcohol use is receiving attention from policymakers
and the public. In view of the problems created by underage drinking, it is
appropriate that this issue continue to be high on our national agenda,
especially since we have so many effective tools for preventing underage
drinking.

This document provides information about the range of serious health and
social problems associated with underage drinking and their economic costs.
The document can be used to

n Increase awareness that underage drinking is related to a host of
serious problems,

n Inform policymakers and decisionmakers of the importance of
preventing underage drinking,

n Provide information regarding the magnitude of underage drinking
problems, and

n Help to set prevention priorities.

Significant progress has been made in reducing underage drinking and
related problems. If that progress is to be maintained and continued, the
issue must be given even wider visibility, and the public and policymakers
must develop a more complete understanding of the problems and the costs.
This document can help in that effort.
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Costs of Underage Drinking*

Raising the minimum purchase age for alcohol to 21 throughout the country
has been a successful strategy for reducing alcohol use and preventing
related problems. For example, since 1975 minimum purchase age laws
have prevented more than 17,000 traffic fatalities.1 However, it is clear that
young people still drink�and their drinking all too often results in serious
health and social problems. For the first time, estimates are available of the
costs associated with underage alcohol consumption. The cost estimates
summarized in this document can be useful in supporting decisions by
planners and policymakers to take strong and deliberate action to reduce
underage drinking. Of course, regardless of the economic costs associated
with underage drinking, those who care about youth should be motivated to
prevent the tragic consequences associated with underage alcohol use.

Costs of Alcohol Use by Youth
The total cost of alcohol use by youth is $58,379 billion per year.2

n This is the equivalent of $216.22 for every man, woman, and child
in the United States.

n This also equals $577.91 per year for every household in the United
States.3

n If this cost were shared equally by each congressional district, the
amount would total more than $134 million per district.

n Each year, the Federal Government spends $932.2 million on
alcohol prevention services for people of all ages:4  This total is less
than 1.6 percent of the annual costs of alcohol use by youth alone.

* A more complete description of the estimation methodology used here can be
found in Center for Substance Abuse Prevention. (1996). Costs of alcohol-
involved and alcohol-connected crime, by the Pacific Institute for Research and
Evaluation. Manuscript submitted for publication. (Available from Pacific
Institute, 11140 Rockville Pike, Suite 600, Rockville, MD 20852.)
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Problems Caused by Alcohol Use
Many of us are all too familiar with the most common and immediate
consequence of underage drinking�alcohol-related traffic crashes. The
combination of alcohol use with driving by young people with little alcohol
tolerance or driving experience can indeed be deadly. As can be seen in
figure 1, several other problems are associated with underage drinking,
including crime, various types of traumatic injury, suicide, fetal alcohol
syndrome (FAS), alcohol poisonings, and alcohol

These problems and their staggering costs are indeed alarming, but it is
important to keep in mind that many effective tools are available to prevent
and reduce underage drinking. The reduction in traffic fatalities resulting
from the increase in the minimum drinking age has resulted in a savings to
society of $53.6 billion (in 1998 dollars)�and a significant reduction in
physical and emotional suffering.

Understanding the nature of underage drinking�and the human, economic,
and other costs associated with it�hopefully will promote more vigorous
and comprehensive application of effective prevention strategies. The future
of youth depends on these efforts.

Source: David T. Levy, Ph.D., Ted R.
Miller, Ph.D., Rebecca Spicer, and
Kathryn Stewart, �Underage Drinking:
Immediate Consequences and their
Costs,� Pacific Institute for Research and
Evaluation working paper, June 1999
(endnote 2).

Figure 1. Costs of Alcohol Use by Youth�At a Glance

Note: In the discussion and illustrations
that follow, the actual costs have
been rounded for ease of
illustration.

(in 1998 Dollars)

Traffic Crashes $18,242,000,000

Violent Crime $35,937,000,000

Burns $315,000,000

Drowning $532,000,000

Suicide Attempts $1,512,000,000

Fetal Alcohol Syndrome $493,000,000

Alcohol Poisonings $340,000,000

Treatment $1,008,000,000

TOTAL $58,379,000,000
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Specific Alcohol-Related Problems
Traffic Crashes
Almost 20 percent of all traffic crashes involving a driver under age 21
involve alcohol. Of course not every crash involving alcohol is actually
caused by alcohol. Counting only those crashes with a driver under age 21
that are attributable to alcohol, the costs total $18.2 billion per year (in 1998
dollars).5  (See figure 2.) In addition, a cost of $289 million is accrued in
accidents involving pedestrians and cyclists under age 21.6

Source:  see endnote 2.

Figure 2. Cost of traffic crashes involving
youth associated with alcohol: $18.2 billion

Work loss, property damage, and
emergency services

$6.1 billion

Medical care
$1.1 billion

Pain and suffering
$11.0 billion
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Interpersonal Violence
It is estimated that incidents of interpersonal violence committed by
individuals under age 21 account for approximately:

n 32 percent of murders,
n 45 percent of rapes,
n 44 percent of robberies,
n 37 percent of assaults, and
n 16 percent of child abuse.7

Numerous studies reveal that both perpetrators and victims of violence are
often under the influence of alcohol at the time of the offense.8  A causal
role of alcohol in violence is supported by experimental studies of biological
effects9  and population studies that control for other factors. These findings
are borne out in interviews with convicted offenders: in 1996, 36 percent of
adult offenders indicated that they had been drinking when they committed
their crimes.10  One study found that some types of youth homicide declined
when States raised the minimum drinking age and that beer consumption
levels predicted youth homicide rates.11

The total cost of alcohol-attributable violent crime involving perpetrators
under age 21 is $35.9 billion (see figure 3).

Source: see endnote 2.

Figure 3. Cost of violent crime associated
with alcohol involving perpetrators

under age 21: $35.9 billion

Medical and mental health care
$1.5 billion

Other costs
$4.3 billion

Pain and suffering
$30.1 billion
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Unintentional Drownings and Burns
The involvement of alcohol in cases of fatal drownings and burns has been
well described in alcohol literature, although rates of involvement vary
considerably.12  Alcohol involvement in drownings is high among youth,13

and the cost of alcohol-attributable drowning and near drowning for youth is
$532 million. The cost of alcohol-attributable burns for youth is $315 million.
(See figures 4 and 5.)14

Source: see endnote 2.

Figure 4. Cost of alcohol-attributable drowning
and near drowning for youth: $532 million

Pain and suffering
$337 million

Work loss
$192 million

Medical care
$4 million

Source: see endnote 2.

Figure 5. Cost of alcohol-attributable
burns for youth: $315 million

Pain and suffering
$210 million

Work loss
$101 million

Medical costs
$4 million
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Suicides
Of approximately 31,000 completed suicides that occurred in 1994, almost
3,000 (9 percent) involved individuals under age 21. In addition, close to
230,000 nonfatal suicide attempts took place, of which approximately 60,000
(26%) involved those under age 21. The association of alcohol with suicide
has been established by numerous studies.15  It is estimated that 12 percent
of male suicides and 8 percent of female suicides are attributable to
alcohol.16

The cost of alcohol-attributable suicide attempts (fatal and nonfatal) for
youth is $1.51 billion in 1998 dollars. (See figure 6.) Nonfatal attempts may
result in additional costs due to psychological harm which are excluded from
the above estimates.

Source: see endnote 2.

Figure 6. Cost of alcohol-related fatal and
nonfatal suicide attempts for youth: $1.51 billion

Pain and suffering
$1.058 billion

Costs related to lost work
$381 million

Medical care
$73.0 million



Costs of Underage Drinking 7

Fetal Alcohol Syndrome
Prenatal alcohol exposure is known to be toxic to the developing fetus and is
one of the leading causes of mental retardation.17  A recent government
study estimated that FAS cost society more than $944 million in 1992.18  The
cost of FAS as a consequence of underage alcohol use is $493 million. (See
figure 7.)

Source: see endnote 2.

Figure 7. Costs associated with fetal alcohol syndrome
due to underage alcohol use: $493 million

Work loss
$135 million

Annual treatment costs
(90% of which is residential care)

$358 million
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Alcohol Dependence and Alcohol Abuse
In 1991, 9.4 percent of alcoholism-only and 16.2 percent of alcohol-and-
other-drug treatment clients were under age 21.20

Total costs of alcohol dependence for those under age 21 for the United
States are estimated at $1.008 billion annually. Treatment costs for alcohol
dependence syndrome average an estimated $16,000 per case. These costs
are understated because they do not include productivity-related losses.

Alcohol Poisonings
Heavy drinking can lead to alcohol poisoning. In 1994 there were 10 fatal
and 40,000 nonfatal cases of alcohol poisoning among youth in the United
States. The cost of youth alcohol poisonings was $340 million in 1994,
calculated in 1998 dollars. (See figure 8.) Alcohol poisonings are likely to be
heavily underreported because physician reports often omit the mention of
alcohol in patient records to avoid family embarrassment.19

Source: see endnote 2.

Figure 8. Cost of youth alcohol
poisonings: $340 million

Medical care
$10 million

Costs related to
lost work
$16 million

Pain and suffering
$314 million
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Conclusion

It is important for policymakers and the public to have a clear understanding
of the many problems related to underage drinking and of the magnitude of
these problems, both in human and in economic terms. We have made
significant progress in reducing underage drinking and some of its
consequences. Many effective prevention and enforcement strategies have
been developed that can be applied more broadly and more vigorously to
reduce the enormous costs. If we are to make further progress, we must
make preventing underage drinking a high social and political priority.
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