
 

Cap your alcohol at 10 drinks a week: New
draft guidelines
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Further evidence about the harms of alcohol has
accumulated over the past decade since the last
guidelines were released. Credit: Syda
Productions/Shtterstock

New draft alcohol guidelines, released today,
recommend healthy Australian women and men
drink no more than ten standard drinks a week and
no more than four on any one day to reduce their
risk of health problems. 

This is a change from the previous guidelines,
released in 2009, that recommended no more than
two standard drinks a day (equating to up to 14 a
week). 

(If you're unsure what a standard drink looks like,
use this handy reference.)

The guidelines also note that for some
people—including teens and women who are
pregnant or breastfeeding—not drinking is the
safest option. 

What are the new recommendations based on?

The National Health and Medical Research Council
looked at the latest research and did some
mathematical modeling to come to these
recommendations.

It found the risk of dying from an alcohol-related
disease or injury is about one in 100 if you drink no
more than ten standard drinks a week and no more
than four on any one day. 

So, for every 100 people who stay under these
limits, one will die from an alcohol-related disease
or injury.

This is considered an "acceptable risk," given
drinking alcohol is common and it's unlikely people
will stop drinking altogether. The draft guidelines
take into account that, on average, Australian
adults have a drink three times a week.

Why did the guidelines need updating?

Recent research has shown there is a clear link
between drinking alcohol and a number of health
conditions. These include at least seven cancers
(liver, oral cavity, pharyngeal, laryngeal,
esophageal, colorectal, liver and breast cancer in
women); diabetes; liver disease; brain impairment;
mental health problems; and being overweight or
obese.

Some previous research suggested low levels of
alcohol might be good for you, but we now know
these studies were flawed. Better quality studies
have found alcohol does not offer health benefits.

The new guidelines are easier to follow than the
previous guidelines, which gave recommendations
to reduce both short-term harms and longer-term
health problems. But some people found these 
confusing.

Although most Australians drink within the
previously recommended limits, one study found
one in five adults drank more than the guidelines
suggested and almost half could not correctly
identify recommended limits.

Although women tend to be more affected by

                               1 / 3

https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/people-leisure-friendship-celebration-concept-happy-611242766
https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/people-leisure-friendship-celebration-concept-happy-611242766
https://online.nhmrc.gov.au/public-consultation/nhmrc-draft-revised-australian-guidelines-reduce-health-risks-drinking-alcohol
https://www.health.gov.au/health-topics/alcohol/about-alcohol/how-much-alcohol-is-safe-to-drink
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/standard+drink/
https://yourroom.health.nsw.gov.au/games-and-tools/pages/standard-drink-calculator.aspx
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/drinking/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/alcohol/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/draft+guidelines/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/health/
https://www.cancercouncil.com.au/2397/about-us/our-annual-reports-and-research-activity-reports/our-position-statements-about-cancer-council-nsw/alcohol-and-cancer2/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/oral+cavity/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-03-22/studies-linking-alcohol-to-health-benefits-flawed-researchers/7264040
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24494949
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24494949


 

alcohol than men, at the rates of consumption
recommended in the guidelines, there is little
difference in long term health effects so the
guidelines apply to both men and women.

The recommended limits are aimed at healthy men
and women, because some people are at higher
risks of problems at lower levels of consumption.
These include older people, young people, those
with a family history of alcohol problems, people
who use other drugs at the same time (including
illicit drugs and prescribed medication), and those
with physical or mental health problems.

The guidelines are currently in draft form, with a 
public consultation running until February 24. 

After that, there will be an expert review of the
guidelines and the final guidelines will be released
later in 2020. There may be changes to the way the
information is presented but the recommended
limits are unlikely to change substantially, given
they're based on very careful and detailed analysis
of the evidence.

What's the risk for people under 18?

The draft guidelines recommend children and
young people under 18 years drink no alcohol, to
reduce the risk of injury and other health harms. 

The good news is most teenagers don't drink
alcohol. Among 12 to 17 year olds, only 20% have
had a drink in the past year and 1.4% drink weekly.
The number of teenagers who have never had a
drink has increased significantly in the last decade,
and young people are having their first drink later.

However, we know teenagers are more affected by
alcohol than adults. This includes effects on their
developing brain. We also know the earlier
someone starts drinking, the more likely they will
experience problems, including dependence.

The idea that if you give teenagers small sips of
alcohol it will reduce risk of problems later has now
been debunked. Teens that have been given even
small amounts of alcohol early are more likely to
have problems later.

What's the risk for pregnant and breastfeeding
women?

The guidelines recommend women who are
pregnant, thinking about becoming pregnant or
breastfeeding not drink any alcohol, for the safety
of their baby.

We now have a much clearer understanding of the
impacts of alcohol on the developing fetus. Foetal
alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD) is a direct result
of fetal exposure to alcohol in the womb. Around 
one in 67 women who drink while pregnant will
deliver a baby with fetal alcohol spectrum disorder.

Foetal alcohol spectrum disorder is characterized
by a range of physical, mental, behavioral, and
learning disabilities ranging from mild to
severe—and is incurable.

Worried about your own or someone else's
drinking?

If you enjoy a drink, stick within these
recommended maximums to limit the health risks of
alcohol.

If you have trouble sticking to these limits, or you
are worried about your own or someone else's
drinking, call the National Alcohol and other Drug
Hotline on 1800 250 015 to talk through options or
check out these resources online. 

This article is republished from The Conversation
under a Creative Commons license. Read the 
original article.
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