
Health Journal Apr 2016
How	 to	 reduce	 your	 alcohol	 intake
Some people only drink on special occasions, like birthdays, festive occasions 
or to celebrate an accomplishment. But for a lot of people, alcohol has become 
a big part of their everyday lives, which is why it's so important for us to 
consider the impact drinking has on our health.

A research in 2014 showed that 1 in every 15 adults in Hong Kong (aged 16-64) 
drink heavily at a single episode. That is drinking at least 5 glasses or cans of 
alcoholic drinks on one occasion. There was a higher proportion of heavy 
drinkers among young adults.

What	 is	 binge	 drinking?	 

According to the World Health Organization 
(‘WHO’), binge drinking is defined as a pattern of 
heavy drinking that occurs in an extended period 
set aside for the purpose. In Hong Kong, the 
Department of Health (‘DH’) defines binge 
drinking as taking 5 or more glasses/cans of 
alcohol on one occasion.

What	 are	 the	 health	 risks?
Evidence shows that alcohol use increases health risks, even drinking low to moderate amount. 
• Malnutrition due to its lack of nutritional value (e.g. vitamin B deficiency)
• Overweight because of its high calorie content
• Digestive system problems, such as oesophagitis, chronic gastritis and gastric ulcers
• Liver problems, such as fatty liver, hepatitis, cirrhosis and even liver cancer (See below)
• Drinking excessive amounts of alcohol causes raised blood pressure which is one of the most important 

risk factors for having a heart attack or a stroke. Increases in your blood pressure can also be caused by 
weight gain from excessive drinking. Heavy drinking weakens the heart muscle, which means  the heart 
can’t pump blood as efficiently. It’s known as cardiomyopathy and can cause premature death, usually 
through heart failure. The heart may be enlarged.



• Chronic heavy alcohol use, especially during adolescence and young adult years, can dramatically affect 
bone health and increase the risk of osteoporosis later in life, particularly in female. Alcohol 
interferes with the pancreas and its  absorption of calcium and vitamin D. Alcohol also affects the liver, 
which is important for activating vitamin D, which is also important for calcium absorption

• Certain cancers, such as oral cavity, pharynx, larynx, oesophagus, colorectum and female breast cancer
• Addiction to alcohol, will turn into a vicious cycle, causing further harm to our physical and mental health

Liver	 and	 Alcohol
Alcohol	 and	 fatty	 liver
Too much fat can build up in your liver if you drink more than the liver can handle. This  can cause 
inflammation and fatty liver disease. You can also develop fatty liver disease without drinking alcohol. A 
poor diet, being an unhealthy weight, lack of exercise, high cholesterol, diabetes and heart disease can put 
you at risk.  If you are overweight and drink too much, it increases the chance of damaging your liver. 

Alcoholic	 hepatitis
Alcoholic hepatitis is caused by inflammation of the liver associated with long term, excessive drinking. The 
condition causes the liver to become swollen and tender. If you have fatty liver and continue to drink, you 
are dramatically increasing your chances of developing alcoholic hepatitis; this condition can develop after 
many years of heavy drinking. If you continue to drink heavily, alcoholic hepatitis will most likely persist and 
develop into cirrhosis. If heavy alcohol use is  reduced and kept within recommended limits, alcoholic 
hepatitis usually reduces slowly over weeks to months, but often residual cirrhosis will remain.   
 
Cirrhosis
Cirrhosis occurs when the liver cells are damaged and replaced by scar tissue because of chronic 
inflammation. The inflammation can develop because of chronic viral hepatitis, fatty liver disease, unsafe 
consumption of alcohol, some drugs and harmful substances. The scar tissue affects the flow of blood and 
other fluids  through the liver. Without a good flow, together with a reduction in total liver cells, the liver 
cannot function properly and it becomes lumpy and hard. If you continue to drink at this stage you will 
accelerate damage to your liver and rapidly increase your chances of liver cancer as well as death. 
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How	 to	 reduce	 harm	 if	 you	 choose	 to	 drink

Alcohol may be regarded as a ‘social lubricant’, especially in festivity. But in fact many people are having a 
great time with non-alcoholic beverages (e.g. alcohol-free punches, light sweet juices, teas and coffees) as 
alternatives. However, if you choose to drink alcohol, you need to be aware that

• Do not drink on an empty stomach to prevent quick absorption.
• Know your limits and the alcohol content of different kinds of 

drinks. Choose drinks with lower alcohol content. Reduce alcohol 
content by adding ice.

• Take sips rather than gulps  to prevent blood alcohol level from 
rising quickly.

• Do not get into rounds. Drink alcohol-free beverages in between 
(such as Perrier or Diet soft drinks).

• Never drink and drive. Plan your transport home ahead. Use 
public transport or designate a non-drinking driver. 

How	 to	 control	 alcohol	 assumption	 in	 a	 long	 run
Chart your drinks 
Measuring your drinks to ensure that they are standard drinks and charting them on a calendar of 
some sort is a strategy which many people find highly effective in helping them to cut back on their 
drinking

Set goals
Decide how many days a week you want to drink and how many drinks you will have on those 
days. It is a good idea to have some days when you don't drink. People who always stay within the 
low-risk limits when they drink have the lowest rates of alcohol-related problems

Avoid "triggers"
What triggers your urge to drink? If certain people or places make you drink even when you don't 
want to, try to avoid them. If certain activities, times of day, or feelings trigger the urge, plan 
something else to do instead of drinking. If drinking at home is a problem, keep little or no alcohol

Active prevention and cure
Exercising regularly and eating a  healthy diet  are the most effective ways to achieve and 
maintain a healthy weight, immune system and liver. In fact, there is evidence to suggest that 
exercise itself (with or without weight loss) can prevent and reverse fatty liver
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