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SHow do I know if I’m drink ing too much? Why is alco hol so harm ful?

NYT
orry to be a buzz-kill, but that nightly glass or two of wine is not improv ing your health.
After dec ades of con fus ing and some times con tra dict ory research (too much alco hol is bad for you
but a little bit is good; some types of alco hol are bet ter for you than oth ers; just kid ding, it’s all bad),
the pic ture is becom ing clearer. Even small amounts of alco hol can have health con sequences.
Research pub lished in Novem ber revealed that between 2015 and 2019, excess ive alco hol use res ul ted
in roughly 140,000 deaths per year in the United States. About 40% of those deaths had acute causes,
such as car crashes, pois on ings and hom icides. But the major ity were caused by chronic con di tions
attrib uted to alco hol, such as liver dis ease, can cer and heart dis ease.
When experts talk about the dire health con sequences linked to excess ive alco hol use, people often
assume that it’s dir ec ted at indi vidu als who have an alco hol use dis order. But the health risks from
drink ing can come from mod er ate con sump tion as well.
“Risk starts to go up well below levels where people would think, ‘Oh, that per son has an alco hol
prob lem,’” said Dr Tim Naimi, dir ector of the Uni versity of Vic toria’s Cana dian Insti tute for Sub -
stance Use Research. “Alco hol is harm ful to the health start ing at very low levels.”
If you’re won der ing whether you should cut back on your drink ing, here’s what to know about when
and how alco hol impacts your health.
“Excess ive alco hol use” tech nic ally means any thing above the US Diet ary Guidelines’ recom men ded
daily lim its. That’s more than two drinks a day for men and more than one drink a day for women.
There is also emer ging evid ence “that there are risks even within these levels, espe cially for cer tain
types of can cer and some forms of car di ovas cu lar dis ease”, said Marissa Esser, who leads the alco hol
pro gramme at the Cen ters for Dis ease Con trol and Pre ven tion.
Sci ent ists think that the main way alco hol causes health prob lems is by dam aging DNA. When you
drink alco hol, your body meta bol ises it into acet al de hyde, a chem ical toxic to cells. Acet al de hyde

Phys ical dam age occurs at much lower levels than you think, but abstin ence isn’t
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both “dam ages your DNA and pre vents your body from repair ing the dam age”, Esser explained.
“Once your DNA is dam aged, then a cell can grow out of con trol and cre ate a can cer tumour.”
Alco hol also cre ates oxid at ive stress, another form of DNA dam age that can be par tic u larly harm ful
to the cells that line blood ves sels. Oxid at ive stress can lead to sti�ened arter ies, res ult ing in higher
blood pres sure and coron ary artery dis ease. “It fun da ment ally a�ects DNA, and that’s why it a�ects
so many organ sys tems,” Naimi said. Over the course of a life time, chronic con sump tion “dam ages
tis sues over time”.
Isn’t alco hol sup posed to be good for your heart?
Alco hol’s e�ect on the heart is con fus ing because some stud ies have claimed that small amounts of
alco hol, par tic u larly red wine, can be bene � cial. Past research sug ges ted that alco hol raises HDL, the
“good” cho les terol, and that res veratrol, an anti ox id ant found in grapes (and red wine), has heart-
pro tect ive prop er ties.
However, said Mari ann Piano, a pro fessor of nurs ing at Vander bilt Uni versity: “There’s been a lot of
recent evid ence that has really chal lenged the notion of any kind of what we call a car dio-pro tect ive
or healthy e�ect of alco hol.”
What types of can cer does alco hol increase the risk for?
Almost every one knows about the link between cigar ette smoking and can cer, but few people real ise
that alco hol is also a potent car ci no gen. Accord ing to research by the Amer ican Can cer Soci ety, alco -
hol con trib utes to more than 75,000 cases of can cer per year and nearly 19,000 can cer deaths.
Alco hol is known to be a dir ect cause of seven di� er ent can cers: head and neck can cers (oral cav ity,
pharynx and larynx), oeso pha geal can cer, liver can cer, breast can cer and colorectal can cer. Research
sug gests there may be a link between alco hol and other can cers as well, includ ing pro state and pan -
cre atic can cer, although the evid ence is less clear-cut.
Which con di tion poses the greatest risk?
The most com mon indi vidual cause of alco hol-related death in the United States is alco holic liver
dis ease, killing about 22,000 people a year. While the risk rises as people age and alco hol expos ure
accu mu lates, more than 5,000 Amer ic ans in their 20s, 30s and 40s die from alco holic liver dis ease
annu ally.
Alco holic liver dis ease has three stages: alco holic fatty liver, when fat accu mu lates in the organ;
alco holic hep at itis, when in�am ma tion starts to occur; and alco holic cir rhosis, or scar ring of the tis -
sue. The �rst two stages are revers ible if you stop drink ing entirely; the third stage is not.
Symp toms of alco holic liver dis ease include nausea, vomit ing, abdom inal pain and jaun dice — a yel -
low tinge to the eyes or skin. However, symp toms rarely emerge until the liver has been severely
dam aged.
The risk of devel op ing alco holic liver dis ease is greatest in heavy drink ers, but one report stated that
�ve years of drink ing just two alco holic bever ages a day can dam age the liver. Ninety per cent of
people who have four drinks a day show signs of alco holic fatty liver.
How do I gauge my per sonal risk for alco hol-related health issues?
Not every one who drinks will develop these con di tions. Life style factors such as diet, exer cise and
smoking all com bine to raise or lower your risk. Also, some of these con di tions, such as oeso pha geal
can cer, are pretty rare, so increas ing your risk slightly won’t have a huge impact.
“Every risk factor mat ters,” Esser said. “We know in pub lic health that the num ber of risk factors
that one has would go together into an increased risk for a con di tion.”
A pre-exist ing con di tion could also inter act with alco hol to a�ect your health. For example, “people
who have hyper ten sion prob ably should not drink or de� n itely drink at very, very low levels”, Piano
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said.
So should I cut back – or stop drink ing alto gether?
You don’t need to go cold tur key to help your health. Even redu cing a little bit can be bene � cial, espe -
cially if you cur rently drink over the recom men ded lim its. The risk “really accel er ates once you’re
over a couple of drinks a day”, Naimi said. “So people who are drink ing �ve or six drinks a day, if
they can cut back to three or four, they’re going to do them selves a lot of good.”
Light daily drink ers would likely bene �t by cut ting back a bit, too. Try going a few nights without
alco hol. “If you feel bet ter, your body is try ing to tell you something,” said George Koob, dir ector of
the US National Insti tute on Alco hol Abuse and Alco hol ism.
Not ably, none of the experts we spoke to called for abstain ing com pletely, unless you have an alco hol
use dis order or are preg nant.
“I’m not going to advoc ate that people com pletely stop drink ing,” Koob said. “We did pro hib i tion, it
didn’t work.”
Gen er ally, though, their advice is “drink less, live longer”, Naimi said. “That’s basic ally what it boils
down to.”


