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“Sometimes we do things out of habit and we don’t really stop to think 
about it. This made me think about my choices.” 

“It emphasized that drinking is not bad in and of itself—it’s how much 
you’re doing it and how it’s affecting your life.” 

“I thought the strategies for cutting down were really good. 
It gives you tools to help yourself.” 

These are comments from social drinkers who reviewed Rethinking 
Drinking in focus testing. We welcome your comments as well. Send an 

email to rethinking@niaaa.nih.gov or call 301–443–3860. 

For an online version of this booklet with interactive
 features and additional resources, visit 
RethinkingDrinking.niaaa.nih.gov 



Rethinking DRinking 

Do you enjoy a drink now and then? Many of us do, often when socializing with 
friends and family. Drinking can be beneficial or harmful, depending on your age and 
health status, the situation, and, of course, how much you drink. 

Do you think you may drink too much at times? Do you think “everyone” drinks a lot? 
See below for results from a nationwide survey of 43,000 adults by the National 
Institutes of Health on alcohol use and its consequences. 

Alcohol use by adults in the United States* 

7 in 10 adults  
always drink at 
low-risk levels 

or 

do not drink  
at all     

 37%  
always drink  
at low-risk  

levels 
28%  

drink at  
heavy or  
at-risk  
levels

35%  
don’t drink  

at all 

3 in 10 adults  
drink at levels  
that put them  

at risk for  
alcoholism,  

liver disease, and 
other problems 

*Although the minimum legal drinking age in the U.S. is 21, this survey included people aged 18 or older. 
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For anyone who drinks, Rethinking Drinking offers valuable, research-based information.  
The first part, How much is too much?, answers these questions and more: 

•  What’s “low-risk” drinking versus “at-risk” or “heavy” drinking? 
•  Why is being able to “hold your liquor” a concern? 
•  What are signs that drinking is causing harm? 

Many heavy drinkers do not have alcohol-related problems yet and can reduce their  
risk of harm by cutting back. For the nearly 18 million Americans who have alcoholism  
or related problems, however, it’s safest to quit. 

The second part of this booklet, Thinking about a change?, offers tips, tools, and 
resources for people who choose to cut down or quit. Success is likely for those who 
persist in their efforts. Even for those with alcoholism, studies show that most do 
recover, often without professional treatment. 

What do you think about taking a look at your drinking habits and how they may affect 
your health? Rethinking Drinking can help you get started. 

How m
uch is t

 
oo m

uch? 
Thinking about a change? 



 
 

    
    

      
     

      
     

hOW MUCh iS tOO MUCh?  

What counts as a drink? 
Many people are surprised to learn what counts as a drink. In the United States, 
a “standard” drink is any drink that contains about 0.6 fluid ounces or 14 grams of 
“pure” alcohol. Although the drinks pictured below are different sizes, each contains 
approximately the same amount of alcohol and counts as a single drink. 

12 fl oz of  
regular beer  

about 5%  
alcohol 

= 8–9 fl oz of  
malt liquor  
(shown in a  
12 oz glass)

 about 7%  
alcohol 

= 5 fl oz of  
table wine  

about 12% 
alcohol 

= 1.5 fl oz shot of  
80-proof spirits  
(“hard liquor”—  

whiskey, gin, rum,  
vodka, tequila, etc.) 

about 40% 
 alcohol 

The percent of “pure” alcohol, expressed here as alcohol by volume (alc/vol), varies by beverage. 

How many drinks are in common containers? 
Below is the approximate number of standard drinks in different sized containers of 

regular beer malt liquor table wine 80-proof spirits or “hard liquor” 
12 fl oz = 1 
16 fl oz = 1 
22 fl oz = 2 
40 fl oz = 3 

12 fl oz = 1½ 
16 fl oz = 2 
22 fl oz = 2½ 
40 fl oz = 4½ 

750 ml (a regular 
wine bottle) = 5 

a shot (1.5 oz glass/50 ml bottle) = 1 
a mixed drink or cocktail = 1 or more 
200 ml (a “half pint”) = 4½ 
375 ml (a “pint” or “half bottle”) = 8½ 
750 ml (a “fifth”) = 17 

The examples shown on this page serve as a starting point for comparison. For 
different types of beer, wine, or malt liquor, the alcohol content can vary greatly. 
Some differences are smaller than you might expect, however. Many light beers, 
for example, have almost as much alcohol as regular beer—about 85% as much, 
or 4.2% versus 5.0% alcohol by volume (alc/vol), on average. 

Although the standard drink sizes are helpful for following health guidelines, they 
may not reflect customary serving sizes. A mixed drink, for example, can contain one, 
two, or more standard drinks, depending on the type of spirits and the recipe. 
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How m
uch is too m

uch? 

What’s your drinking pattern? 
Using the drink sizes on page 2, answer the questions below: 

1. On any day in the past year, have you ever had 

• For MEN:  more than 4 drinks? yes no 

• For WoMEN:  more than 3 drinks? yes no 

2. Think about your typical week: 

(a)• on average, how many days a week do you drink alcohol? 

(b)

    (multiply a x b)      

weekly average = 

• on a typical drinking day, how many drinks do you have? X 

Sometimes even a little is too much 
Even moderate levels of drinking (up to 2 drinks per day for men or 1 for women) can 
be too much in some circumstances. It’s safest to avoid alcohol if you are 

• planning to drive a vehicle or operate machinery 
• taking medications that interact with alcohol 
• managing a medical condition that can be made worse by drinking  
• pregnant or trying to become pregnant 

Can you “hold your liquor”? 

if so, you may be at greater risk.  For some people, it takes quite a few 
drinks to get a buzz or feel relaxed. often they are unaware that being able to 
“hold your liquor” isn’t protection from alcohol problems, but instead a reason 
for caution. They tend to drink more, socialize with people who drink a lot, 
and develop a tolerance to alcohol. As a result, they have an increased risk for 
developing alcoholism. The higher alcohol levels can also cause liver, heart, and 
brain damage that can go unnoticed until it’s too late. And all drinkers need to 
be aware that even moderate amounts of alcohol can significantly impair driving 
performance, even when they don’t feel a buzz from drinking. 
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What’s “low-risk” drinking? 
A major nationwide survey of 43,000 U.S. adults by the National Institutes of Health 
shows that only about 2 in 100 people who drink within both the “single-day” and 
weekly limits below have alcoholism or alcohol abuse. How do these “low-risk” 
levels compare with your drinking pattern from page 3? 

On any 
single 
DAY 

Per 
Week 

3 
Low-risk drinking limits Men 

no more than 

no more than 

no more than 

no more than 

drinks on any daydrinks on any day 

drinks per weekdrinks per week 

WOMen 

AnD AnD 

7 

4 

14 

1 2 3 

8 9 10 

11 12 13 14 15 16 17 

18 19 20 21 22 23 24 

25 26 27 28 29 30 31 

54 6 7 

People can still have problems drinking within these limits, particularly if they drink too 
quickly, have health problems, or are older (both men and women over 65 are generally 
advised to have no more than 3 drinks on any day or 7 per week). Based on your health 
and how alcohol affects you, you may need to drink less or not at all. 

What’s “heavy” or “at-risk” drinking? 
For healthy adults in general, drinking more than the single-day or weekly amounts 
shown above is considered “at-risk” or “heavy” drinking. About 1 in 4 people who drink 
this much already has alcoholism or alcohol abuse, and the rest are at greater risk for 
developing these and other problems. 

It makes a difference both how much you drink on any day and how often you have 
a “heavy drinking day”—that is, more than 4 drinks in a day for men or more than 3 
drinks for women. The more drinks in a day and the more heavy drinking days over 
time, the greater the chances for problems (see “What’s the harm?” on the next page). 

Why are women’s low-risk limits different from men’s? 

Research shows that women start to have alcohol-related problems at lower 
drinking levels than men do. one reason is that, on average, women weigh less 
than men. In addition, alcohol disperses in body water, and pound for pound, 
women have less water in their bodies than men do. So after a man and woman 
of the same weight drink the same amount of alcohol, the woman’s blood alcohol 
concentration will tend to be higher, putting her at greater risk for harm. 
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How m
uch is too m

uch? 

9 % drink more than both the single-day 
limits and the weekly limits highest risk 

19 % drink more than either the single-day 
limits or the weekly limits increased risk 

37 % always drink within low-risk limits Low risk 

35 % never drink alcohol — 

How much do U.S. adults drink? 
The majority—7 out of 10—either abstain or always drink within low-risk limits. 
Which group are you in? 

What’s the harm? 
Not all drinking is harmful. You may have heard that regular light to moderate drinking 
(from ½ drink a day up to 1 drink a day for women and 2 for men) can even be good 
for the heart. With at-risk or heavy drinking, however, any potential benefits are 
outweighed by greater risks. 

injuries. Drinking too much increases your chances of being injured or even killed. 
Alcohol is a factor, for example, in about 60% of fatal burn injuries, drownings, and 
homicides; 50% of severe trauma injuries and sexual assaults; and 40% of fatal 
motor vehicle crashes, suicides, and fatal falls. 

health problems. Heavy drinkers have a greater risk of liver disease, heart disease, 
sleep disorders, depression, stroke, bleeding from the stomach, sexually transmitted 
infections from unsafe sex, and several types of cancer. They may also have problems 
managing diabetes, high blood pressure, and other conditions. 

Birth defects. Drinking during pregnancy can cause brain damage and other serious 
problems in the baby. Because it is not yet known whether any amount of alcohol is 
safe for a developing baby, women who are pregnant or may become pregnant should 
not drink. 

Alcohol use disorders. Generally known as alcoholism and alcohol abuse, alcohol 
use disorders are medical conditions that doctors can diagnose when a patient’s 
drinking causes distress or harm. In the United States, about 18 million people have 
an alcohol use disorder. See the next page for symptoms. 

Drinking patterns in U.S. adults 
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