Nurses often underestimate alcohol consumption in hospitalised patients with unhealthy alcohol use
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SPAIN
Objectives: To assess the methods of registering alcohol consumption in nurses’ histories of hospitalised patients with unhealthy alcohol use.

Setting: an 800-bed University Hospital that serves an area of one million inhabitants.

Methods: We included all patients who were prospectively evaluated by the brief intervention team between October 2002 and October 2005. Information on methods of alcohol use records in nurses’ histories was collected from the current admission records. Alcohol use and drinking patterns were assessed by AUDIT-10 and MALT questionnaires.

Results: Unhealthy alcohol use was detected in 539 (14%) of the 3785 screened inpatients. We could review nurses’ histories in 522 patients (97%). There were 438 (84%) males; mean age 54.1 ( 15.1 yr. Detected drinking patterns were: at-risk 177 (34%) patients, abuse 50 (10%), dependence 295 (56%). Nurses registered alcohol use in 377 (72%). Of these, 127 (34) were registered as non-drinkers. Qualitative records were done in 92 patients (24%), semi-quantitative records in 135 (36%) [light 9 patients, moderate 28, heavy 98] and quantitative in 23 (6%)  [grams per day 20 patients, standard-drinks 3]. Alcohol consumption was underestimated in 136 of the 377 nurse-evaluated patients. Factors associated with underestimation (p<0.05) were: women gender (15% vs. 9%), drinking patterns (66% of at risk and 75% of abusers vs. 51% of dependent patients) and mean standard-drinks per day (10 vs. 12).

Conclusions: Nurses register alcohol consumption in most inpatients, however quantification is rarely performed. Alcohol use is often underestimated, particularly in women and at-risk drinkers and abusers.
