
The High—way code
the guide to safer, more enjoyable drug use

[alcohol]

What is it?

The first guide to safer drug use voted for by people who take 
drugs.

How was it was developed?

GDS asked loads of people who take drugs, as well as other 
experts, what strategies they thought would reduce the risk 
of harm when taking some commonly used drugs. As part of 
GDS2014, we asked people from around the world who had used 
those drugs in the last year to vote on these strategies. For each 
strategy we asked:

1. if they usually (i.e. more than 50% of the 
time) did it

2. to rate how important it is in reducing the risk of harm 
    (10 being the max reduction of risk) 
3. to tell us whether using that strategy increased, decreased 
    or had no effect on the pleasure they got from the drug. 

Who developed it?

The guys and gals at Global Drug Survey—a nice bunch of smart 
people who know a bit about drugs and, with people’s help 
everywhere, will continue to learn more and share what they 
find out. 

Anything else?

Yep follow us on twitter @globaldrusurvy @drugsmeter, like us 
on Facebook and check out our free apps the drinks meter: 
www.drinksmeter.com and the app stores, and the drugs meter: 
www.drugsmeter.com and google play store. 

For more interesting info on drugs check out our drugs meter 
minutes videos on the Global Drug Survey YouTube channel. For 
suggestions on how to improve GDS, email: 
adam@globaldrugsurvey.com

GDS does not condone or promote the 
use of illegal drugs. GDS does promote 
the use of common sense when going 
about one’s daily activities. Drugs and 
alcohol can be very dangerous. They 

can kill you. Using drugs when you 
are young can have a lasting negative 
impact on your cognitive and emotional 
well-being. The only way to avoid to 
these harms is not to take drugs. 

This document represents the views 
of those who responded to the GDS. 
Please note: no amount of planning and 
care can ensure you will have either a 
safe or enjoyable experience when you 

take drugs. GDS is simply reporting 
the results of the survey which may 
provide some guidance in reducing the 
risk of harm only. The best way to avoid 
drug related harm is to not use drugs.

introducing 
the GDS 

High—Way Code 

GDS knows pleasure drives drug 
use, not the avoidance of harm.
As far as we know no guide has 
ever outlined the impact of 
harm reduction strategies on the 
pleasure users obtain from 
drugs... until now…

global 
drug survey

Ours is a simple premise: as with 
driving, there are things you need 
to know and ‘rules’ you should 
observe in order to get you to your 
destination safely. Being aware of 
these makes you much more likely 
to get to your planned destination 
in one piece and much less likely to 
cause harm to anyone around you. 

Please share 
these findings, 
they really are 

important. 

www.globaldrugsurvey.com
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Reducing risk from 0–10

d r u g  n a m e

This dial tells you how important 
users thought this strategy was 
in reducing the risk of harm.

This number indicates the 
percentage of people who told 
GDS they usually follow 
the strategy.

How to read the High–way code
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Here you can check how many 
users thought this strategy 
increased, decreased or didn’t 
affect their pleasure.

designed by: Off–White 
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Other than drink less, don’t mix your drinks 
(especially brown spirits and red wine) and don’t 
take loads of stimulant drugs (or caffeinated 
energy drinks) when you drink, there were not 
many other strategies we could ask about.
We will also give you an idea of the World Health Organisation’s guidelines 
on safer drinking. GDS suggest you try the Drinks Meter (app stores and 
www.drinksmeter.com) which lets  you compare your drinking to other 
people, tells you how many cheeseburgers you drank last week and also 
offers some useful cutting-down strategies.

alcohol

Usual dose
Time to onset
Time to peak

Duration of action 

15-30     min
1-2    hrs
3-6     hrs 

20-40*    g

over 70,000 users

*g of pure alcohol. Amount depends on the person and the drink
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Most Governments and the World Health Organization 
(WHO) have guidelines that set out the recommended 
upper limits of daily and weekly alcohol consumption. 
Many stress that these are not safe drinking 
guidelines, just limits that if followed, are associated 

with a lower risk of longer term alcohol related harm. 
Because there is no standard alcohol unit (it varies 
from 8 g of pure alcohol in the UK to 20 g in Japan), 
what we will give you below is an average of the 
world’s drinking guidelines. 

male*

female*

alcohol guidelines

330ml can of 4% beer / 100ml of 12.5% wine / 35ml of 37.5% spirit  

1 unit = 
10 g of alcohol / /

Average daily 
max (range)

Average weekly 
max (range) What’s a binge

Alcohol free 
days X week

2 – 3 units 6 units

1 – 2 units 4 units

2 days

2 days

10 – 15 units

5 – 10 units

* National guidelines do vary so we recommend you check your own country's drinking guidelines.

To work out the number of standard drinks/units (standard drink = 10 g pure alcohol) in 
what you’re drinking use this formula: 

 

— No safe drinking limits for those under 18-years-old. In many countries it is illegal to purchase alcohol (age range 16–21 years). 
— Women who are pregnant or who are trying to get pregnant are advised to avoid drinking alcohol; if they do choose to drink, they        
    should not drink more than 1–2 units of alcohol once or twice a week and should not get drunk. 

so how many units in your drink?

litres

(Amount of 
drink in litres) 

units in your drink

x

=
xABV%

(Percent by volume 
of alcohol)

0.789

(Density of ethanol at 
room temperature) 
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Users who usually do

Importance in reducing risk
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Impact on
alcohol-related 

pleasure

1      Have 2 alcohol-free days per week

min max

Have at least two alcohol 
free days per week1 Have 2 Alcohol-free

days per week

There are a number of reasons why you might do 
this. It gives your liver a rest, it gives your body a rest, 
and it saves you calories and money. Putting some 
boundaries down helps you develop a bit of 
self-control. Obviously, if you’re drinking a bottle of 
wine the other 5 days of the week you are still going 
to run into serious alcohol-related harm.

7.6
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84%

Users who usually do

Importance in reducing risk
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2      eat before drinking

Impact on
alcohol-related 

pleasure
min max

Make sure that you have 
food in your stomach 
before you start a 
drinking session

2 eat before drinking

Having food on board will not protect you from the 
harm that a binge drinking session places you at. 
Food does not reduce alcohol absorption, but it does 
slow it down, meaning you will get drunk less quickly. 
Food will provide some lining to your stomach 
reducing the risk of gastritis and throwing up. 
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40%

Users who usually do

Importance in reducing risk
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3      have 2+ week breaks

min max

Give yourself complete 
breaks from drinking alcohol 
for at least 2 weeks each 
year especially after periods 
of heavier-than-normal 
drinking

3
Have breaks of at 
least 2 weeks several 
times every year

Breaks from drinking can remind you that you don’t 
have to drink to have fun. You might lose a bit of 
weight. It also give you a chance to see if your 
drinking is having any effect on your physical or 
mental health. If you stop and find that people are 
saying you look better and that you feel better, then 
that might be worth taking note of.
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21%

Users who usually do

*One third of people were unsure what their country’s safe drinking limits are.

Importance in reducing risk

a l c o h o l
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Impact on
alcohol-related 

pleasure

4      Stick to safe drinking limits*

min max

Keep your drinking to 
within your country’s 
recommended safer 
drinking limits

4 Stick to safe 
drinking limits

It seems many people either ignore these or are just 
not aware of them. Avoiding binge drinking is the most 
important thing to reduce the risk of acute harm, while 
regular excessive consumption will damage your liver 
and other organs. People who end up in Emergency 
Rooms, regretting the night before, sleeping with 
someone they wish they had not, or getting into fights 
or arguments have almost always  been drinking loads 
and been stupidly drunk. 
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58%

Users who usually do

Importance in reducing risk
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pleasure
min max

5      Alternate alcoholic drinks with water Alternate water or 
non-alcoholic drinks 
with alcoholic drinks 5 Alternate alcoholic 

drinks with water

Reduces dehydration (which is one of the major 
things that cause hangovers) and slows your alcohol 
consumption down. It can also make your drinks and 
your money go further.
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Users who usually do

Importance in reducing risk
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Impact on
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 6      CHoose low abv% drinks

min max

Choose beers / ciders / 
wines / spirits with 
lower levels of alcohol 
by volume (%ABV) 

6 Choose lower alcohol 
content beverages

Choosing lower ABV drinks allows you to stay 
drinking over the course of a session without getting 
drunk very quickly. Lower ABV drinks can also help 
reduce your overall alcohol and calorie intake, lower 
the risk of a hangover and in some countries will be 
cheaper than higher ABV drinks. 
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33%

Users who usually do

Importance in reducing risk
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Impact on
alcohol-related 

pleasure

 7      avoid buying collective rounds

min max

i.e. a collection of 
friends who take it in 
turns to buy drinks for 
the whole group 

7
Avoid buying alcoholic 
drinks as part 
of rounds

Buying collective rounds can be expensive and 
means that you are drinking at another person’s rate 
not your own. We know on special occasions rounds 
are attractive, but they should not be the norm. 


