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We all know binge-drink ing is dan ger ous. But what about a cheeky glass of wine while cook ing din ner, or a couple of cold ones after
work?

The per sist ent myth that mod er ate drink ing is healthy comes from stud ies �nd ing that mod er ate drink ers are health ier and live longer
than binge drink ers and tee totallers. Many of these stud ies failed to con trol for wealth, health and other social factors.
Wealthy, healthy people tend to be mod er ate drink ers, whereas binge drink ers and non-drink ers tend to be poor and/or sick (and that is
why they quit drink ing). In other words, it is not alco hol caus ing good health, it is wealth.
There is some evid ence mod er ate drink ing can have small bene �ts to car di ovas cu lar health for middle-aged and older people. But these
are far out weighed by a long list of proven health harms.
Alco hol con sump tion has been linked to at least 200 dis eases. There is strong evid ence that drink ing alco hol increases the risk of can -
cers includ ing mouth, pharynx, larynx, some oeso pha geal, breast, colorectal, stom ach and liver can cers.
Even one glass a day increases the risk of breast can cer for women. A UK study of over a mil lion middle-aged women found that each
stand ard drink increases a woman’s risk of breast can cer by 10 per cent. Another study found that the more you drink, the more likely
you are to have cog nit ive impair ment, like demen tia, later in life.
O� cial drink ing guidelines may fur ther cloud our judg ment when decid ing how much to drink. The World Health Organ isa tion does not
set lim its, because it says ‘‘the evid ence shows that the ideal situ ation for health is to not drink at all’’.
Aus tralia’s drink ing guidelines advise healthy men and women to drink no more than 10 stand ard drinks a week. Aotearoa’s Health
Pro mo tion Agency – Te Hiringa Hauora – sets the limit higher for
men at 15 stand ard drinks a week. For women, it is 10.
The thing is, if you fol low these guidelines, you still have up to one in a 100 chance of dying from an alco hol-related con di tion. Those
are not safe drink ing levels; they are harm-reduc tion meas ures.
People often have a drink to unwind. It has that relax ing e�ect because alco hol a�ects the frontal cor tex – the part of the brain doing
plan ning and threat assess ment. The more you drink, the more alco hol turns the volume down in your brain. At a lethal dose, it shuts
down the part of the brain in charge of breath ing and heart func tion.
The sober ing truth is that alco hol is a potent psy cho act ive drug that can cause can cer and other dis eases, with no safe drink ing
threshold for many of them. Indeed, a study com par ing the harm of vari ous drugs to someone’s health and soci ety ranked alco hol as
the most harm ful, before heroin, crack cocaine and meth.
So, it’s up to con sumers to decide their level of risk tol er ance when decid ing to have one, or two, cheeky vinos.
Report ing dis clos ure state ment: This post was writ ten with expert advice from Otago Uni versity pre vent ive and social medi cine emer -
itus pro fessor Jen nie Con nor, and Mas sey Uni versity senior lec turer in pub lic health Andy Towers. Con nor is a med ical spokes per son for
Alco hol Action New Zea l and, an incor por ated soci ety advoc at ing for the adop tion of evid ence-based policy to reduce harm from alco hol.
This post was reviewed by The Whole Truth: Te Ma¯ramatanga expert panel mem bers Dr Rawiri Jansen and Asso ciate Pro fessor Lisa Te
Morenga.
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