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Drunk Without Drinking: A Case of
Auto-Brewery Syndrome
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“The University of Texas at Houston, Memorial Hermann Center of Healthcare Quality and Safety, Houston, TX

ABSTRACT

Information on auto-brewery syndrome is limited in the medical literature. This rare syndrome occurs when yeast overgrowth leads
to ethanol fermentation in the gut. We present a patient presenting with symptoms of alcohol intoxication with objective laboratory
data of elevated blood ethanol levels without a history of alcohol consumption. We reviewed the literature and have discussed the
current diagnostic and therapeutic options.

INTRODUCTION

There is limited information in the medical literature on auto-brewery syndrome, also known as gut-fermentation syndrome.' This
rare syndrome occurs because of yeast overgrowth in the gut, leading to fermentation of ethanol, thereby causing symptoms similar
to alcohol intoxication without ingestion of alcohol.! We present a patient with auto-brewery syndrome and review the available
literature, including published case reports on the syndrome.

CASE REPORT

A 25-year-old white man, with no medical history or previous surgeries, presented with a chief complaint of “drunk without
drinking.” Two months ago, the patient noticed that he would feel very drunk after drinking his usual one or two 12-ounce beers in
the evenings. This progressed to feeling drunk even when fully abstaining from alcohol. He continued to feel this way 1-2 times per
week until his wife decided to bring him to the emergency department (ED) during one of his “attacks.” His wife described his
symptoms as slurred speech, fatigue, stumbling, dizziness, and nausea. He would eventually “pass out™ and wake up in the morning
with no further symptoms. His symptoms were somewhat acute and often occur in the evenings, but without any identifiable trigger.
On further review, he had recently started a ketosis diet for weight loss. He did not take any over-the-counter or prescription
medications. His physical examination was unremarkable with normal vital signs. Although symptomatic during a previous visit to
the ED, he had a full workup including a urine drug screen, basic metabolic panel, liver function tests, complete blood count, and
thyroid studies, all of which were unremarkable. He did, however, have an elevated lactic acid level of 20 mg/dL and a blood alcohol
concentration of 0.3 g/dL (also elevated on a subsequent ED wvisit) in the absence of alcohol consumption. His symptoms improved,
and he was sent home with no further treatment.

In the outpatient setting, he saw a gastroenterologist and an endocrinologist, who conducted a celiac disease workup, basic stool
studies with culture, thyroid, and hypoglycemia workup, all of which were unrevealing. His wife opted to buy a breathalyzer and
found that in the absence of alcohol consumption and while asymptomatic, he would score from 0.04% to 0.07%. His wife served as
a control and scored 0% during these occasions. Each time the patient had symptoms, he would test at an elevated alcohol
concentration, often in the 0.2% range. Based on the above workup, other etiologies were ruled out and a working diagnosis of auto-

ACG Case Rep J 20196:e00208. doi:10.14309/crj.0000000000000208. Published online: September 9, 2019
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m To attempt to interpret the significance of an
alcohol level in an 1solated autopsy blood sample
without additional information is to invite a
medico- legal disaster.

OR

m Seldom say never- seldom say always...

(Forensic proverb)



