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Does an Increase in Alcohol Tax Reduce Alcohol Misuse?  

This whitepaper will examine some of the known impacts of alcohol misuse, and how one “policy lever” – 
increasing taxation of alcohol – has been shown to reduce alcohol consumption and have positive impacts 
on other social, public health, and economic indicators.  
 
One of the key public health approaches to reducing consumption, and by doing so reducing alcohol 
misuse, is using alcohol taxes. Specifically, evidence demonstrates increases in alcohol taxes are associated 
with decreases in the purchase and consumption of alcohol.1 In Alaska, when statewide alcohol taxes were 
increased in 1983 and 2002, it led to a reduction in alcohol consumption.2 Alcohol tax increases have the 
greatest impact on people who misuse alcohol, including youth3 and heavy drinkers.4 
 
Alaskans experiencing substance use disorders, including alcohol misuse, are beneficiaries of the Trust. 
Alcohol misuse describes alcohol consumption that puts individuals at increased risk for adverse health 
and social consequences. While we know that excessive alcohol use can impact the physical and mental 
health of individual Alaskans, we also know that the long-term negative effects of alcohol misuse are 
linked to a number of negative social, public health, and economic consequences. 
 
In 2018, according to the Economic Costs of Alcohol Misuse in Alaska report, the estimated direct cost of 
alcohol misuse was approximately $2.4 billion. As you can see in the chart below, the costs associated with 
alcohol are borne by individuals, businesses, and local and state government in Alaska.  You can read more 
about these costs in the full report on the Trust webpage.  
 

Estimated Annual Alcohol-related Economic Costs to Alaska, 2018 
Cost Category  Costs  

Productivity loss  $709 million  

Traffic collisions  $206 million  

Criminal justice & protective services  $217 million  

Health care  $1,223 million  

Public assistance and social services  $39 million  

Total  $2,394 million  
 
 
What the Data Indicates 
The table below examines various alcohol misuse related harms, and how they are impacted by an 
increase in alcohol tax.  

Alcohol Misuse Related Harm Impact of an Increase in Alcohol Tax 
Binge Drinking 

An estimated 23 percent of Alaskans binge drink.5 
Binge drinking is associated with increased risk of 
unintentional injuries, domestic violence, suicide, 
chronic disease and other negative health impacts.  
  

Binge Drinking 
National research links increases in alcohol tax to 
reductions in alcohol consumption. Specifically, an 
increase in alcohol tax has also been found to reduce 
binge drinking.6  

https://alaskamentalhealthtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/McDowell-Group-Alcohol-Misuse-Report-Final-1.21.20.pdf
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Youth Drinking and Dependence on Alcohol 
Underage alcohol misuse in Alaska can lead to 
mental distress related to physical and emotional 
injuries, suicide, violence, and traffic accidents. An 
estimated 10% of Alaskans age 12-17 drink alcohol, 
and 5% binge drink.7 
 
National research indicates that people who start 
drinking before the age of 15 are 4 times more 
likely to have a dependence on alcohol in 
adulthood. 8 
 

Youth Drinking and Dependence on Alcohol 
Increased alcohol taxes significantly reduce youth 
alcohol consumption.9  
 
Higher taxes on beer in particular have also been 
associated with fewer suicides among males ages 10-
24.10 
 
In 2012, the CDC indicated that increasing alcohol 
excise taxes was an effective way of reducing 
underage drinking.11 

Alcohol Misuse Related Disease & Mortality 
In 2018, there were over 23,000 alcohol misuse 
related hospital admissions in Alaska.12  Alcohol 
misuse contributes to liver disease, heart and 
digestive problems, diabetes, increased risk of 
cancer, and other serious health problems.  
 
From 2014 to 2018, 1,862 deaths in Alaska were 
linked to alcohol misuse.13 Alcohol misuse related 
deaths are a result of both direct and indirect 
impacts of alcohol including: alcohol poisoning, 
cirrhosis of the liver, motor vehicle collisions, 
diabetes, or homicide. 
 

Alcohol Misuse Related Disease & Mortality 
In Alaska, when statewide alcohol taxes were 
increased in 1983 and 2002, it led to a reduction in 
alcohol consumption, and a reduction of alcohol 
related disease mortality of 29% in 1983 and 11% in 
2002.14   
 
Increased taxes have also been associated with 
reductions in sexually transmitted disease rates.15 
 

Increased instances of Domestic Violence and 
Sexual Assault 

Alcohol misuse contributes to increased rates of 
sexual assault and domestic or intimate partner 
violence.  
 
The Alaska Victimization Survey (2010-2015) 
examined intimate partner and sexual violence 
between 2010 and 2015. It found that an 
estimated 59,700 Alaskan adult women 
experienced a drug or alcohol related sexual 
assault in their lifetime.16 
 
The World Health Organization estimates that in 
the U.S., over 50% of victims of intimate partner 
violence believed their partners were drinking 
prior to the assault.17  
 

Increased instances of Domestic Violence and 
Sexual Assault 

Alcohol tax increases have been shown to be related 
to a decrease in the prevalence of domestic violence 
and sexual assaults.18 
 
In one study, a 10 cent per drink tax increase was 
predicted to decrease the number of rapes and 
assaults by almost five percent.19 
 
Further, there has been a demonstrated relationship 
between increases in beer taxes and the probability 
of child abuse, and the frequency and severity of 
child abuse.20 

DUI and Motor Vehicle Fatalities 
Alcohol misuse is the leading cause of DUI arrests 
in Alaska.   
 
The Alaska Highway Safety Office reported in 2016 
there were over 3,000 arrests for impaired driving 
in Alaska.21  Also in 2016, there were 639 traffic 
collisions for which alcohol use was suspected. Of 

DUI and Motor Vehicle Fatalities 
A retrospective national study estimated that if the 
federal alcohol excise tax on beer had kept rate with 
inflation, from 1951 to 1981, alcohol related motor 
vehicle fatalities among 18-20 year olds would have 
been reduced by 15 percent, saving approximately 
1,000 lives per year.23  
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those, 235 involved an injury, and 30 involved a 
fatality (with 38 total deaths).22   
 

More recently, increases in alcohol taxes and less 
alcohol impaired driving have been reported.24  
 

Incidences of FASD 
In Alaska, approximately 47,860 people have Fetal 
Alcohol Spectrum Disorders (FASD).25 People 
affected by FASD experience lifetime effects, and 
their needs can range from neonatal care for low 
birth weight to special speech therapy, behavioral 
management, or residential care for adults with 
FASD. 
 
 

Incidences of FASD 
There has been a relationship found between 
increased alcohol taxes and a decrease in binge 
drinking during pregnancy.26 In one state, a dime a 
drink increase in taxes was predicted to decrease the 
incidence of FAS by approximately 5%.27 
 
In Alaska, a 5% reduction in the number of 
individuals diagnosed with an FAS would be a 
significant public health improvement.  

 
Conclusion 
As the evidence above shows, increasing alcohol taxes can have a significant impact on the harmful 
consequences of alcohol misuse. Studies that have led to this conclusion are becoming more numerous, 
and, like smoking cessation and the use of seat belts, indicate a shift in our nation’s perception of alcohol 
misuse and its relation to public health and safety.   
 
Impacts of an increase in alcohol tax range from decreases in underage drinking and heavy consumption to 
alcohol related disease and mortality, and violence and traffic accidents.   
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