Australians’ attitudes towards their health,
consuming alcohol and taking a break

from alcohol
Survey highlights

Alcoholin Australia

InAustralia, alcoholis second only to tobaccoas a preventable
cause ofdrug-related death and hospitalisation.! Alcoholis
acause ofinjury, accidents, violence and over 200 physical
and mentalillnesses, and was the cause of 5554 deaths and
157,132 hospitalisationsin 2010. Nearly half (47%) of these
hospitalisations were foralcohol-related injuries.?

The Australian guidelines to reduce health risks from drinking
alcoholrecommends drinking no more than two standard drinks
of alcoholonany day to reduce the lifetime risk of harm from
alcohol-related disease and no more than four standard drinks
of alcoholonasingle drinking occasion toreduce the risk of
alcohol-relatedinjury arising from that occasion.!

The survey

InNovember 2014, 2008 people aged 18 years or older across
Australiacompleted VicHealth’s online survey relating to their
general health and wellbeing, and their alcohol consumption
behaviours and attitudes. The sample was drawn froman online
paneland was representative of the Australian population for
age and gender.

Respondents were excluded if they had previously completed
FebFastorany otherabstinenceinitiative such as Ocsober, Dry
July and Hello Sunday Morning.

VicHealth and FebFast were particularly interested to find
out how satisfied Australians are with their general health
and wellbeing, what they think will have the biggest impacts
ontheir currentand future health, their confidence in making
improvements to their health, theirrelationship with alcohol,
andifthey would consider giving up alcohol for 28 days.

Statistical differences within data were determined when
results produced p-values of 0.05 or less. Except where
otherwise noted, the data presented in thisreport was
cross-tabulated and checked for significance.

vichealth.vic.gov.au

ALCOHOL AND THE HEALTH OF
AUSTRALIANS

Although Australiansare now living longer,
theyarealsaincreasingly living with lifestyle-
related chronic diseases and associated health
conditions. Chronic diseases are generally
associated withrisk factors such as smoking,
physicalinactivity, poor nutrition and the
harmfuluse of alcohol.

The Australia’s Health 2014 report revealed that
in2011-12:

* 92% of Australians were not eatingenough
vegetables for good nutrition

* 57%did not meet the recommended national
physicalactivity guidelines

* 16% of Australians smoked

* 20% consumed alcohol at levels that placed
them at risk of lifetime harm.?
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Key findings

General health and wellbeing

How do Australians view their health?

Surveyrespondents were asked torate their current health,
with the most common response being ‘good’ (41%), followed
byathird (33%) selectingeither ‘very good’ or ‘excellent’,and a
quarter (25%) selecting either ‘poar’ or ‘very poor’.

Asimilar pattern wasevident when respondents were asked to
consider their healthin five years’ time. Half (51%) of the sample
believed they would have ‘about the same level of health’, while
athird (33%) felt that they would be ‘healthier than they are
right now’. Conversely onein six (15%) thought that they would
be ‘unhealthier than they are currently’.

Although a greater proportion of males rated their health
negatively comparedto females (27% vs 24%), this was

not statistically significant. There were also no significant
differences between age groups whenrating their current
health. However, younger Australians were more likely to
believe they would be healthierin five years’ time compared to
their older counterparts. Forinstance, 42% of those aged 18-24
and 38% aged 25-34 believed they would be healthierin five
years’ time, compared tothose aged 45-54 (29%), 55-64 (26%),
65-74 (20%),and 75 and older (7%).

What are the most important factors impacting on Australians’
health?

Respondents were first asked torate arange of health
behaviours by importance (Table 1). Amajority of Australians
believed that factorsrelated to consuming food or alcoholand
not gettingenough exercise would have the mostimpacton
theirhealthand wellbeing.

Table 1: Importance of behaviours on individual health and
wellbeing

Health behaviour Important/
very important
nglk‘d{doing enough"d;‘drcise """""""""""""""""" 77% ................
ngl"d;eating enougd%?dit and vegeta"dl;s ............ 73% ..............
Wl‘-i‘d'\‘/“ingtoo much added sugar | 63% ..............
..‘.“I‘E';;i‘ngtoo much jd‘d;food """""""""""""""" 62% ..............
Drinkingtoomuchalconol | s3%
..... Wd;kingtoo man;ddurs o 46% -
..... %d‘dumuch TVand ddr'dputer screen tlme o 45% o
..... %dd“much time onk‘;d‘dial media o 28% -

When asked torate the mostimportant health and wellbeing
improvementsto achieve over the next five years and their
confidencein achieving these outcomes, most respondents
believed that maintaining a healthy weight, exercising, eating
healthier foods, and achieving financial stability were important
for them. However fewer actually had confidence in their ability
toachieve these (Table 2). An exception was reducing alcohol
intake, which only a quarter of Australians felt wasimportant,
but 60% were confident they could achieve.

Table 2: Most important health and wellbeing improvements
and confidence in achieving them

Confident/

Important/

Healthier foods

Financial stabilit

Skin/overall
appearance

Alcohol consumption patterns

The next series of questions focused on Australians’ drinking
behaviours, perceptions of their drinking habits and whether
they would consider giving up alcohol for a month.

How much do Australians drink?

Toreduce therisk of injury or harm from drinking alcohol, it
isrecommended that Australians drink no more than four
standard drinks onasingle drinking occasion.! Based on this
guideline, survey participants were asked whether they had
consumed five or more standard drinks ona single occasion
during the previous three months. Respondents were
categorised accordingtotheirresponsesas follows:

Drinker behaviour Definition

Had not consumed alcohol during
the previous three months

Non-drinkers

Never consumed five or more
standard drinks onasingle occasion

Low riskdrinkers

Had consumed five or more
standard drinks onasingle occasion
during the previous three months

Risky drinkers
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Almost half (46%) of those sampled were classified as risky
drinkers, while athird were low risk drinkers. Afifth (22%)
identified as non-drinkers. Females were mare likely than males
tobenon-drinkers (26% vs 16%) or low risk drinkers (37% vs
29%).In comparison males were more likely to be risky drinkers
(55% vs 37%).

Drinking behaviour varied by age, with older groups likely to be
low risk drinkersand younger groups more likely todrinkina
risky manner. Forty-one per cent of those aged 65-74 and 46%
aged 75 or older were low risk drinkers, compared to 24% of
young people aged 18-24. Similarly, young people aged 18-24
(50%) and 25-34 (56%) were mare likely to be risky drinkers than
those aged 55-64 (40%),65-74 (38%) or 75 years or older (34%).

How do Australians feel about their drinking behaviour?

Respondents who reparted consumingalcohol were asked to
describe their relationship with alcohol. Over three quarters
(77%) were ‘not warried’, followed by 17% who were ‘alittle
bit worried’ by their drinking. Relatively few were worried (5%)
orvery worried (1%). Four out of five (80%) females selected
‘not worried’ when describing their relationship with alcohol,
comparedto 74% of males, while those aged 25-34 (24%) and
35-44(22%) were more concerned about their drinking than
young people aged 18-24 (14%).

The majority of non-drinkers (30%) and low risk drinkers (33%)
were not concerned about their drinking, compared to less
thantwo thirds (63%) of risky drinkers. Subsequently, onein
four (27%) risky drinkers were worried about their drinking
comparedtojust 5% of non-drinkers.

Would Australians consider giving up alcohol for a month?

Overtwo-thirds (69%) of Australian drinkers would consider
giving up alcoholforamonth, with 14% unsure and 17% selecting
‘no’. Females were more receptive to the idea of abstaining from
alcoholcompared to males (75% vs 64%). Young people aged
18-24(82%) were more likely to consider giving up alcohol than
those aged 25-34 (69%), 45-54 (66%), 55-64 (67%), 65-74 (65%)
and 75+and older (56%). There were no significant differences
foundin the likelihood of considering giving up alcohol for a
month based upon low risk and risky drinking.

Subsequently, drinkers were also asked how easy or difficult
they would find it to give up alcohol for 28 days. Almost three
quarters(73%) answered that they would find it easy. Further
analysis showed:

» Females (81%) were mare likely to report that they would find
givingup alcohol foramonth easy, compared to males (69%).

» 18-24yearolds (18%) were less likely than those aged 25-34
(26%),35-44 (26%),and 45-54 (29%) to find it difficult to give
up alcoholforamonth.

» Riskydrinkers (39%) would find it more difficult to abstain
fromalcohol, compared to non-drinkers (17%).

Perception of community and individual alcohol use

The finaltwo questions of the survey examined perceptions of
alcoholasanissue affecting society generally, and the individual
drinker. The first, asked of all survey participants, was:

‘Thinking about the health risks associated with consuming too
much alcoholin Australia, do you agree or disagree that alcoholis a
serious issue for our community?’

Amajority of respondents (87%) agreed with the statement,
however, there were differences based upaon gender, age and
drinking pattern. Forinstance:

» Females (92%) were more likely toagree that alcoholis a
seriousissue for the community compared to males (89%).

» Thoseaged 18-24 (83%) were less likely to agree with the
statement, compared to those aged 35-44, 55-64,65-74 and
75and older (variously 90-94%).

» Non-drinkers (94%) were also more likely toagree with the
statement comparedtorisky drinkers (89%).

Australiandrinkers were also asked whether they were worried
about the amount of alcohol they consume, with less than ane
infive (18%) agreeing. Further analysis showed:

» Males (20%) were more likely to express concern about their
own drinking than females (16%), as were risky drinkers (28%)
compared tonon-drinkers (22%) and low risk drinkers (5%).

27"

Onein four (27%) risky
drinkers were worried
about their drinking
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Conclusions

Overall, Australians tended torate their current health
positively, but thereisroom forimprovement. While a majority
agreed ontheimportance of achieving certain goals for their
future health and wellbeing, many doubt they would actually
achieve this. Interestingly, only a quarter of Australians
believed theiralcohol consumption would impact on their
future health, while almost two-thirds were confident that they
could change their drinking behaviour if they wanted.

Thissurvey also showed that almost half (46%) of Australians
reporteddrinkingat levels thatincrease theirrisk of harmin
the shortterm, so have cause to consider changing the way they
drink. Thisis particularly pronounced amongyoung people.
While 81% of those aged 18-24 were not concerned about their
relationship with alcohol, over half (50%) reported drinking at
risky levels. However, 82% of the same group reported that they
would consider giving up alcohaol for 28 days. Further, over two-
thirds of Australians (69%) would consider doing the same.

These findings indicate that many Australians would be
receptive toand could benefit from participatingin FebFast.

Anevaluation of the FebFast program, conducted by VicHealth
in 2011, found that almost half of those surveyed who had given
up alcohol for the month of February reported drinking less
alcoholon each occasion after the FebFast period was over.*

About FebFast

FebFastisa28-day challenge that encourages people toforgo
ahealthvice for the month of February while raising money to
supportyoung people experiencingalcoholand other drug-
related problems. When FebFast was launched, giving up
alcohol foramonth was the sole focus and continues to be the
most popularvice people choose to complete. Since then it
hasevolved toinclude othervicesandin 2015 FebFasters can
choose from five habits to give up foramonthincluding alcohol,
sugar, social media, smoking or junk food. For more information
or toregister for a fast, visit www.febfast.org.au
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