
Alcoholic beverages have been a part of the lives of women since prehistoric times, used to celebrate 
special events with family and friends. When used responsibly, alcohol quite possibly has minimal 
adverse effects on a women’s life and body. However, when abused, alcohol has the potential to ruin 
lives by harming and endangering treasured family and other relationships, health, employment, 
and safety. Consequences are particularly severe for women, as health issues resulting from heavy 
drinking surface more quickly and intensely in women than in men. 

How Much is Too Much?
A standard drink is:

•	 One 12-ounce bottle of beer or wine cooler
•	 One 5-ounce glass of wine
•	 1.5 ounces of 80-proof distilled spirits*
 (*The alcohol content of beer, wine, and distilled spirits vary)

Moderate drinking for women has been defined as no more than one 
drink per day.  Heavy drinking for women (two to four drinks per day 
or on any given day) can result in an increased risk of developing alcohol 
abuse or dependence issues, and increased risk of hypertension, cardiovascular disease, and other 
health problems.  Compared with men, women are faster to develop alcohol abuse and dependence, 
and are also faster to develop a greater number of more severe complications.  Women who drink 
more than moderately also have a higher mortality rate than men who drink the same amount.

Why Is Heavy Drinking More Dangerous for Women Than Men?
•	 Alcohol is dispersed and diluted by water in the body, and men have more water in their bodies 

than women.  For this reason, a woman’s brain and other organs are exposed to more alcohol and 
its toxic byproducts when her body is breaking down and eliminating alcohol. Health issues associ-
ated with heavy drinking in women include cirrhosis of the liver; diabetes; heart and brain disease 
and damage; fatty liver; hypertension; obesity; anemia; malnutrition; ulcers that require surgery; 
alcoholic hepatitis; breast cancer; elevated estrogen and androgen levels; cervical cancer; cancers 
of the oral cavity, pharynx, esophagus, larynx, stomach, colon, rectum, liver, and ovaries; gastric 
cancer; endometrial cancer; osteoporosis; menstrual problems; infertility; early menopause; and 
many others.  Female adolescents who drink can suffer from growth problems involving puberty, 
growth, and bone health.  Pregnant and/or nursing women who drink run the risk of permanently 
harming the health of their baby, including serious physical, mental, behavioral, and/or learning 
disabilities. In addition, women who abuse alcohol are nearly twice as likely to die from alcohol-
related causes (i.e., suicide, accidents, and illnesses) than men.    
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•	 A woman’s stomach’s processes less alcohol than a man’s, so more alcohol 
reaches a woman’s bloodstream.  Also, women may become intoxicated 
faster during their menstrual cycle, when they age, and when alcohol 
interacts with medications.  Being intoxicated puts women at risk—of vio-
lence, sexual assault, sexually transmitted diseases, drunk driving, fatal 
and other accidents, and many other dangers.

Do I Have a Drinking Problem?

•	 Do I have a strong need to drink? Have I tried to stop and can’t?
•	 Can I stop drinking after one drink?
•	 Do I drink to steady my nerves or get rid of a hangover when I wake up in the morning?
•	 Has my drinking increased? Do I need more alcohol to get high?
•	 If I stop drinking, do I experience withdrawal symptoms? Do I sweat? Feel nauseous, shaky, and 

anxious?
•	 Have I skipped work or other responsibilities due to drinking?
•	 Have I had drinks before driving? Have I had any DUIs or other legal problems resulting from 

drinking?
•	 Have my friends and family asked me to stop?
•	 Do I feel guilty about drinking? Do I think I should stop or cut down on my drinking?

Where Can I Get Help?
Recovery options include in- and out-patient counseling, treatment facilities, and programs—many 
geared specifically to women.  

Referrals:  Contact your family physician, a clergy member, or the Employee Assistance Program 
(EAP) of your employer for a referral to a local program/ facility.

Online Help and Referrals: Facility locator of the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Ad-
ministration (findtreatment.samhsa.gov or 1-800-662-HELP).

Self-Help Programs: Alcoholics Anonymous (www.aa.org or 212-870-3400); Secular Organizations for 
Sobriety/Save our Selves (http://www.secularsobriety.org or 323-666-4295); SMART Recovery (http://
www.startrecovery.org or 440-951-5357); Women for Sobriety (http://www.womenforsobriety.org or 
215-536-8026);  Al-Anon (http://www.al-anon.org or 1-800-425-2666); and National Association for 
Children of Alcoholics (301-468-0987).
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