
The more
the amount
of alcohol
that is
consumed,
the higher
the risk.

Because of their size, body type, and the way their bodies process alcohol, women are:

• more quickly effected by alcohol than men are, and

• more vulnerable to both the acute and chronic effects of alcohol misuse.

RESEARCH SHOWS THAT FOR WOMEN

• Drinking up to an average of up to 2 standards drinks per day holds little risk of

premature death.

• Drinking 4-5 standard drinks per day increases the risk of death by up to 40% higher

than that of non-drinkers.

• The more the amount of alcohol that is consumed, the higher the risk.

• Extreme dieting and thinness increase the risk of effects from alcohol.

• Maximum health benefits for the heart can be gained from less than 1

standard drink a day, for women aged 45-50 years of age and older.

• Approximately 2% of female deaths are alcohol-related, with the main cause

of such deaths being stroke, followed by alcoholic liver cirrhosis, road injury,

breast cancer and alcohol dependence.

• Other health concerns include those related to alcohol and violence, and to

alcohol and pregnancy (in terms of possible effects on the unborn child).

WOMEN ARE MORE VULNERABLE TO THE EFFECTS OF ALCOHOL

THAN MEN ARE BECAUSE

• Alcohol, when it is absorbed, is distributed throughout the body’s total water

content, and since women, on average, have smaller bodies than men, a given amount

of alcohol is distributed over a smaller body volume.

• Women have a higher proportion of body fat, and alcohol is not taken up by fatty

tissues.

• The ability to break down alcohol is limited by the size of the liver, and women on

average have smaller livers than men.

• The culture of “thinness” and dieting that particularly affects young women, also places

them at increased risk of the effects of alcohol. Dieting leads to an excessive loss of

body fluid, so that a given quantity of alcohol in a person who is dieting leads to an

even higher concentration of alcohol within the body than for the average-sized person.
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THE RISKS TO WOMEN'S HEALTH THEREFORE START AT LOWER AMOUNTS OF

ALCOHOL

• The amount of alcohol consumption linked with premature deaths is lower for

women than for men. For women the risk of death starts to increase at above 2 drinks

a day, while for men it starts at above 4 drinks a day. The top 2 causes of alcohol-

related deaths for women are stroke and fall injuries.

• Women’s smaller liver size means that at lower levels of drinking, they are vulnerable to

liver damage and cirrhosis, as well as to the risk of death from alcoholic liver

cirrhosis.

• For a given amount of alcohol, there is a higher concentration of alcohol in a woman’s

body, leading to a greater degree of intoxication, and this has serious implications in

terms of safety.

OTHER ALCOHOL-RELATED HEALTH ISSUES OF CONCERN TO WOMEN

• Alcohol increases women’s risk of breast cancer, and the risk rises with the

level of alcohol consumed. While more research is needed to explain the links, it has

been found that compared with women who drink little or no alcohol, the risk of breast

cancer is 35% higher in women who drink 3-4 standard drinks per day, and 67% with

more than 4 standard drinks per day.

• The alcohol in the blood stream of a pregnant woman enters that of her

unborn child, and, in sufficient quantities, this can cause problems for the unborn

child. The first few weeks after conception are the most vulnerable period.

• Alcohol is involved, in varying ways, in about 50% of cases of domestic physical

and sexual violence.

TO MINIMISE RISKS IN THE SHORT AND LONGER TERM, AND GAIN ANY

LONGER-TERM BENEFITS, THE ALCOHOL DRINKING GUIDELINES FOR WOMEN

HAVE BEEN SET BY THE NHMRC AT

• an average of no more than 2 standard drinks a day, and no more than 14 standard

drinks over a week;

• not more than 4 standard drinks in any one day;

• one or two alcohol-free days per week.

L O O K I N G A F T E R Y O U R M A T E
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According to 

internal figures 

from CBUS, from 

1998-2004, the 

rate of possible 

suicides among 

their membership 

is 43 per 

100,000. 

WOMEN SHOULD NOTE TOO, THAT 

• These drinks should be spread over several hours, and consumed at a 

   moderate rate of no more than 1 drink per hour, to minimise intoxication. 

• The levels set in these guidelines may be too high for women of below-

   average body size; and those who may be on medication, pregnant, or driving. 

• Alcohol can help to prevent heart disease from about 45-50 years of 

   age for females, but the maximum benefit can be gained by a low level of drinking, 

   of less than one standard drink per day for women. However, alcohol is not necessary 

   to achieve this health benefit, as it can be obtained by using other strategies, preferably 

   in combination, such as stopping smoking, increasing exercise, improving diet, and 

   taking small quantities of aspirin. 

While more research is needed to 
explain the links, it has been found 
that compared with women who 
drink little or no alcohol, the risk of 
breast cancer is 35% higher in 
women who drink 3-4 standard 
drinks per day, and 67% with more 
than 4 standard drinks per day. 
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