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Working paper 

Measuring alcohol consumption: comparing the 
Health Survey for England and Understanding 
Society  

Summary 
 
The 2013 Health Survey for England (HSE) and Wave 5 of Understanding Society 
estimate different proportions of people who drink to excess. A number of factors may 
impact on alcohol consumption data and contribute to these differences. 
 
1. Mode of data collection. Evidence suggests that data collected by self-completion 

gives higher estimates of alcohol consumption than in a face-to-face interview. 
Understanding Society collects the data through self-completion exclusively 
whereas HSE uses a mixture of self-completion and interviewer-administered (the 
latter being the predominant mode). 

2. Survey questions. The alcohol consumption questions used on HSE and 
Understanding Society differ which may impact on reported levels of consumption. 

3. Calculation of alcohol units. Detailed questions on HSE permit more precise 
conversion of alcohol type and volume to alcohol units. 

4. Survey topic. Understanding Society covers a wide range of topics whereas HSE 
is specifically about health – this may affect respondents’ willingness to report high 
levels of alcohol consumption, although the evidence from the Opinions and 
Lifestyle Survey (OPN) suggests this is not the case. 

5. Sample composition. Understanding Society and HSE have different sampling 
and weighting methodologies which could impact on the alcohol consumption 
estimates. 

 
There are some suggestions for further work in this document.  This should not be 
taken as an indication that NHS Digital or NatCen will carry out this work as it will be 
dependent on future funding and resources. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Survey measures of alcohol consumption are generally acknowledged to 
underestimate consumption. There are several reasons why this is so. The two most 
important are believed to be the under-representation of heavy drinkers in survey 
samples, and the difficulty of accurately recalling amounts drunk. 
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The differences in levels of excessive drinking as measured by the Health Survey for 
England and Understanding Society are likely to be a result of various factors, 
discussed below.  
 
 
1. Mode of data collection 
 
Understanding Society collected alcohol consumption data as part of a self-completion 
questionnaire using interviewers’ computers (known as CASI: Computer-Assisted Self 
Interviewing). The Health Survey for England primarily collects the data in a face-to-
face interview with questions read out by an interviewer. However, HSE respondents 
who are aged 16-17 are provided with a paper self-completion booklet and for those 
aged 18-24 interviewers can provide the booklet at their discretion (n.b. HSE allows 
concurrent interviewing of multiple household members so a young adult could be 
interviewed concurrently with their parent in which case we recommend interviewers 
administer the booklet). About 20% of alcohol consumption data collected from 18-24 
year olds was via the self-completion booklet.  
 
There is existing evidence, from the Health Survey for England, showing alcohol 
consumption data collected in a self-completion format differs to that collected by an 
interviewer. In 2006 a large London boost sample was included in the HSE sample and 
data collection for the boost was carried out using a paper self-completion 
questionnaire. Mode effects were explored comparing the core sample (interviewer-
administered) and the boost sample (paper self-completion questionnaires)a and found 
that “…the two surveys gave similar estimates of the proportion of men and women 
who drank in the last week…. however there were large differences in the number of 
units recorded, with men and women in the boost reporting a greater number of units 
than core respondents.” 
 
In 2011 HSE included a drinking diary (paper self-completion) that was left with 
respondents to complete. Using this method it was found that “the diary recorded a 
higher proportion than the interview of those drinking at more than recommended 
levels during the week of measurement”b. 
 
The reason why higher alcohol consumption is recorded through self-completion 
methods is not known. It is hypothesised that social-desirability bias prevents 
respondents being honest when providing answers to an interviewer. It is also possible 
that the presence of an interviewer may enable respondents to report their alcohol 
consumption more accurately through clarification of the survey questions (e.g. 
explaining drink sizes, letting respondents know that other types of alcohol will be 
asked about in subsequent questions).  

 
2. Survey questions  
 
The alcohol consumption questions used on Understanding Society are modified from 
the HSE questions, and both surveys ask about the heaviest drinking day in the last 
week. Both surveys also ask respondents to report the volume of specific types of 
drinks consumed. However, the breadth of topics included on Understanding Society 
means that the set of questions on alcohol consumption are much shorter and less 
detailed than HSE.  
 
Both surveys ask respondents if they have drunk alcohol in the past week. Among all 
adults (16+) the proportion reporting to have drunk in the last week is similar for the two 
surveys (70% on Understanding Society and 72% on HSE). Among 18-24 year olds a 
slightly lower proportion of Understanding Society respondents report drinking the last 
week compared to HSE (66% and 70% respectively). 
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Larger discrepancies appear in the data at the questions reporting the types and 
quantity of alcohol consumed. This is also where the questions diverge. HSE first asks 
respondents to report the types of drinks they consumed on the heaviest drinking day 
in the previous weekc, followed by detailed questions about the quantity of each type of 
alcohol mentioned.  
 
Whereas Understanding Society asks respondents to report the amount of alcohol 
consumed on the heaviest drinking day for 4 types of alcohol 
(beer/spirits/wine/alcopops). Respondents could give the answer ‘0’ at each questiond. 
 
The proportion of respondents who report drinking each type of alcohol varies 
substantially between these two methods: 
 
Table 1: Differences in types of alcohol consumed on the heaviest drinking day 
 

 Adults (16+) Young adults (18-24) 

 HSE USoc HSE USoc 

Beer (normal or strong) 46% 59% 65% 76% 

Spirits 24% 39% 46% 62% 

Wine or sherry 48% 52% 26% 29% 

Alcopops 2% 4% 8% 15% 

 
For all categories of alcohol Understanding Society respondents are more likely to 
report consumption on the heaviest drinking day. This is apparent for all adults (16+) 
and for those aged 18-24. 
 
It appears that the survey questions used to ascertain alcohol consumption have some 
impact on the levels reported. However, it is hard to determine the extent of these 
effects given confounding factors, in particular the mode of administration. 
 
One way of attempting to disentangle these effects would be a split-sample experiment 
where both versions of the questions are asked in the same mode (e.g. on NatCen’s 
probability panel or the Understanding Society Innovation Panel). 
 
3. Calculation of alcohol units 
 
The detailed questions asked on HSE allow a more precise calculation of alcohol units.  
HSE asks very detailed questions about the size of drinks (e.g. bottles / cans / pints / 
half pints / size of wine glass etc.) and the follows up by asking about volume 
consumed in those measures. This is intended both to aid accurate recall from 
respondents and to enable the conversion of volume consumed to alcohol units 
consumed.  
 

http://www.natcen.ac.uk/our-expertise/methods-expertise/surveys/probability-panel/
http://www.natcen.ac.uk/our-expertise/methods-expertise/surveys/probability-panel/
https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/about/innovation-panel
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Table 2: Conversion factors for estimating the alcohol content of drinks 
 

Type of drink Measure HSE  
units of alcohol 

USoc  
units of 
alcohol  
(Demos 
analysis) 

Normal strength beer, 
lager, stout, cider, 
shandy (less than 6% 
ABV) 

Pint 2 

2 

Can or bottle 
Amount in pints 

multiplied by 2.5 

Small cans (size unknown) 1.5 

Large cans or bottles (size 
unknown) 

2 

Strong beer, lager, 
stout, cider (6% ABV or 
more) 

Pint 4 

Can or bottle 
Amount in pints 
multiplied by 4 

Small cans (size unknown) 2 

Large cans or bottles (size 
unknown) 

3 

Wine  
  

Small glass (125ml) 1.5 

2 Medium glass (175ml) 2 

Large glass (250ml) 3 

Bottle 9 n/a 
Spirits and liqueurs Glass (single measure) 1 1 
Sherry, martini and 
other fortified wines 

Glass 1 2 

Alcopops  Small can or bottle 1.5 1.5 

 
These different conversion factors may affect the derived variable of interest, units of 
alcohol drunk on heaviest drinking day, which is used to measure excessive drinking. 
 
To explore the impact of this on the estimates, analysis could be carried out, applying 
the Understanding Society conversion factors to the HSE data and comparing the 
results with the current HSE derived variable ‘units of alcohol drunk on heaviest 
drinking day’. 
 
4. Survey context/topic 
 
It’s possible that the overall survey topic has an impact on reported behaviours. 
Respondents may be less inclined to report high levels of drinking on a health survey 
compared to a multi-purpose survey like Understanding Society. However, the fact that 
HSE and ONS’s Opinions and Lifestyle Survey (OPN) produce similar estimates for 
alcohol consumption suggests that this is not the case.  
 
5. Sample composition  
 
It is likely that all survey data underestimates alcohol consumption due to survey non-
response (both non-contact and non-participation) of heavy drinkers. Both HSE and 
Understanding Society produce cross-sectional weights to the general population, 
however weighting cannot correct for non-response entirely. 
 
It is possible that HSE, an annual cross-sectional survey, is able to provide more 
accurate national estimates than a longitudinal survey such as Understanding Society 
which suffers from sample attrition at each wave, making the sample less 
representative over time. 
 
It may also be the case that certain groups are better represented in one survey or the 
other. For example, Understanding Society may have better response rates among the 
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student population (because they were a study participant before becoming a student) 
and the extended effort Understanding Society makes to trace respondents who have 
moved home.  
 
An early exploration of the data indicates 5% of HSE adult respondents describe 
themselves as full-time students, compared to 7% of Understanding Society adult 
respondents. Further exploration of the HSE and Understanding Society sample 
composition and weighting strategies, and the impact these could have on the alcohol 
consumption estimates, may shed further light on this as a potential explanation of the 
differences.  
 
Additional analysis could be carried out, matching the two samples on socio- 
demographic factors and comparing the resulting alcohol consumption estimates. If 
differences were found in alcohol consumption, it would add further weight to the 
problems lying in mode and question design differences. 
 

 

                                                
a
 Tipping, S., Hope, S., Pickering, K. Mindell, J. and Erens, B. (2008) An analysis of mode 

effects using data from the Health Survey for England 2006 and the Boost Survey for London. 
http://digital.nhs.uk/catalogue/PUB05851/anal-mode-effe-data-heal-serv-eng-06-boos.pdf 
 
b
 Craig R, Mindell J (eds). Health Survey for England 2011. Volume 1: Health, social care and 

lifestyles. Health and Social Care Information Centre. 
http://digital.nhs.uk/catalogue/PUB09300/HSE2011-All-Chapters.pdf 
 
c HSE question asking about types of alcohol consumed: 
DrnkType 
SHOW CARD  J2 
Thinking about last (NAME OF DAY), what types of drink did you have that day?  
CODE ALL THAT APPLY 
1 Normal strength beer/lager/stout/cider/shandy 
2 Strong beer/lager/stout/cider 
3 Spirits or liqueurs 
4 Sherry or martini 
5 Wine 
6 Alcopops/pre-mixed alcoholic drinks 
7 Other alcoholic drinks 
8 Low alcohol drinks only 
 
 
d Example of Understanding Society questions on alcohol consumption: 
Scnalcpint 
On the day you drank the most, how many pints of beer, lager, stout or cider did you 
have?  If none, please enter 0. 
 

http://digital.nhs.uk/catalogue/PUB05851/anal-mode-effe-data-heal-serv-eng-06-boos.pdf
http://digital.nhs.uk/catalogue/PUB09300/HSE2011-All-Chapters.pdf

