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This report represents a work in progress. ACSH realizes that research in the areas of health
impacts of alcoholic beverages and of tobacco products is continuing, and we will update this
paper as new research and insights are received. We welcome input from readers.
Public policy makers and legislators face complex challenges when evaluating regulatory and
educational approaches to the use of alcoholic beverages and tobacco products. Although the two
substances are often presented as if they have similar impacts on health, an examination of the
substantial differences in their health-related benefits and risks indicates that they should not be
linked for regulatory or educational purposes. This paper briefly reviews:
patterns of alcohol and tobacco use in the United States, and
dose-related health benefits and risks.
The risk/benefit profiles of alcoholic beverage and tobacco product use are significantly different.
For example, alcoholic beverage consumption can have positive health effects at low to moderate
doses, at least in specific populations. The pattern of consumption is apparently as important as
the quantity consumed; binge drinking carries definite health risks.
The misuse of alcoholic beverages, which is defined as the use of even small amounts of alcohol
at inappropriate times, is associated with an increased risk of motor vehicle accidents.
Furthermore, use of higher doses of alcohol (doses for which the term "abuse" is appropriate), is
also associated with an increased risk of several diseases, violent behavior, suicide, and birth
defects.
Unlike with alcohol, no important overall health benefits have been established for tobacco product
use at any dosage. Any possible health benefit related to smoking involves the alleviation or
prevention of diseases that are uncommon or are rarely fatal. Moreover, there is overwhelming
evidence that cigarette smoking greatly increases a number of health risks, including the risk of
various cancers, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), heart disease, and stroke.
Certain health risks may also be increased even with light use of cigarettes. The use of cigarettes,
pipes, and cigars, as well as smokeless tobacco, poses different health risks. Tobacco smoke puts
others at risk through environmental exposure. Use of tobacco products, and the use, misuse, and
abuse of alcoholic beverages pose higher risks to special populations, in particular the elderly,
children, and adolescents. The use of these products can also pose risks to "passive" consumers,
like developing fetuses, children, and other nonusers, through motor-vehicle and other injuries.
The significant differences in individual and public health consequences of the use of alcoholic

beverages versus those of the use of tobacco products underscore the opinion of the authors that
public policy approaches to these substances should differ.
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