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Doctors drink less, not more alcohol than others.
It may still be too much.

FROM THE EDITOR

Do you drink more than your doctor?

The old adage that if you drink more than your doctor, you drink
too much, invariably raises a laugh from the audience in lectures.
But there is a serious aspect to this statement: are doctors really
drinking too much? The research institute of the Norwegian Med-
ical Association has mapped the consumption of alcohol among
Norwegian doctors for more than 30 years (1). The results show
that doctors drink no more than the population in general. More-
over, the alcohol consumption among doctors appears to show

a more positive trend than in the population as a whole, so that
doctors drink rather /ess than others. The reasons for this develop-
ment have not been identified. Nevertheless, doctors drank more
alcohol in 2010 than they did in 2000, but despite this they were
more rarely intoxicated (2).

A pattern that involves frequent drinking of alcohol, but in moderate
quantities, is referred to as «modernised» and is more often observed
in people with higher education than in others (3). Whether such a
moderate consumption of alcohol can be regarded as healthy has pre-
dictably given rise to a lot of debate. Earlier this year, the Swedish
medical journal Léikartidningen published a critical review of the
research methods that have been used to study the health effects of
a moderate level of consumption (4). In the conclusion, the authors
of the study leave little room for doubt — the basis for claiming that
alcohol can bring positive health gains is weaker than previously
assumed.

Not all researchers arrive at the same interpretation as Andréasson
and collaborators, though. For example, some suggest that people
with higher education and a moderate intake of alcohol combined
with a healthy lifestyle — a group with which we may assume that
many doctors identify — appear to have a lower risk than teetotallers
of dying from heart disease (5). Others in turn may refer to how one
or two glasses per day reduce the risk of ischaemic stroke, but not
of intracerebral haemorrhages or subdural haematomas (6). Further-
more, in the same study, more than two units per day was classified
as a high alcohol intake and associated with an increased risk of all
types of strokes and cerebral haemorrhages.

The detrimental effects of high alcohol consumption remain undis-
putable no matter what (7). Of all intoxicating substances, alcohol
is most harmful to health. At the same time, alcohol is a more
complicated intoxicant to relate to, perhaps mainly because most
of us are «users» to a greater or lesser extent. Andréasson and col-
laborators recommend higher prices and lower availability (4) —
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well-known measures that may reduce the total consumption, but
may be politically difficult to implement. The effect may also be
limited when it comes to people who are relatively wealthy — such
as doctors.

But what about the doctors of the future? Is it possible that the large
proportion of Norwegian exchange students abroad will bring about
changes in the alcohol habits of the Norwegian medical profession in
general? Exchange students abroad have a considerably higher alco-
hol consumption than those who study medicine in Norway, but do
not appear to bring these drinking habits back home with them (8).
Medical students who are accustomed to a high consumption of alco-
hol may nevertheless be prone to end up in social environments with
colleagues who drink to excess and even continue with a similarly
high intake themselves. This applies perhaps especially to the surgi-
cal disciplines, since it has been observed that surgeons as a group
have a more high-risk drinking pattern than other specialists (9).

Christmas is approaching, a season that for many is associated with
good food and drink. Christmas may thus serve to exacerbate prob-
lematic drinking patterns. We must continue to take this seriously,
as doctors and as colleagues. The question of whether a moderate
alcohol intake may bring positive health gains remains unanswered.
While waiting for an answer, I need to find other adages to keep my
students amused.
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