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More than 100 million American adults drink beverage alcohol responsibly. For these adults, moderate consumption of beverage alcohol -- distilled spirits, beer or wine -- can be an acceptable diet and lifestyle choice. Of course, some individuals should not drink alcohol beverages at all. 

Distilled spirits are beverage alcohol products that are first fermented and then distilled. There are many types of distilled spirits including whisky, vodka, rum, bourbon, gin, brandy, and liqueurs. Regardless of how they are produced, distilled spirits, beer and wine all contain alcohol. 

Beverage Alcohol Equivalency

A standard serving of beer, distilled spirits or wine each contains the same amount of alcohol, approximately 14 grams of pure ethanol. Knowing the facts of beverage alcohol equivalency is a critical aspect of responsible drinking. Indeed, these facts are emphasized by the federal government and numerous public health organizations including National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, Departments of Transportation and Health and Human Services, National Consumers League, National Council on Alcoholism and Drug Dependence, and Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD). 

Dietary Guidelines for Americans

The Dietary Guidelines for Americans, published every five years, serves as the basis for nutrition policy in the US. It has always included a guideline on beverage alcohol. The beverage alcohol guideline, “If you drink alcoholic beverages, do so in moderation,” has appeared in the Dietary Guidelines for Americans since the first edition was published in 1980. 

According to the Dietary Guidelines, moderation is defined as no more than one drink per day for women and no more than two drinks per day for men. This limit is based on differences between the sexes in both weight and metabolism. The following count as a drink: 

· 12 ounces of regular beer (150 calories) 

· 5 ounces of wine (100 calories) 

· 1.5 ounces of 80 proof distilled spirits (100 calories) 

A standard serving of beer, distilled spirits, and wine each contains the same amount of alcohol. 
Surprisingly, most adults do not understand the facts of beverage alcohol equivalency. For example, a recent national survey of adults 21 and older found that only 46% of adults surveyed knew that a mixed drink made with 1.5 ounces of 80-proof distilled spirits, 12 oz. of beer and 5 oz. of wine all contain the same amount of alcohol (Matthew Greenwald and Associates, 2000). 

Moderate Beverage Alcohol Consumption and Health Effects

Current scientific evidence suggests that moderate beverage alcohol consumption may reduce the risk of cardiovascular disease, the leading cause of death in the United States. There are also a number of other dietary and lifestyle factors associated with potential cardiovascular benefits. 

Although there is a widespread misperception that this potential cardioprotection is only associated with moderate wine consumption, the scientific literature generally reports that the potential benefit is associated with the ethanol (alcohol) in all beverage alcohol products -- distilled spirits, beer or wine. 

Even drinking in moderation may pose health risks to some. For example, according to the Dietary Guidelines, “Even one drink per day can slightly raise the risk of breast cancer”. The United States Department of Health and Human Services in its 10th Special Report to Congress on Alcohol and Health states: “Controversy remains over the interpretation of [epidemiological]…studies, however. For epidemiologists, the actual numerical association between alcohol and breast cancer risk is considered relatively modest. In addition, some studies found no link between high alcohol intake and breast cancer risk” . 

According to the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, “Most adults who drink alcohol drink in moderation and are at low risk for developing problems related to their drinking” . 

Moderate Consumption and Weight

Some scientific studies suggest that, although alcohol contains calories, moderate consumption does not necessarily lead to weight gain. Some research suggests that alcohol energy may be used differently than other caloric sources. 

Drink Responsibly

People should not choose to drink alcohol for health reasons. For those adults who choose to drink, they should do so responsibly at all times. Alcohol abuse can cause serious health and other problems. The decision whether or not to drink is a personal choice.

As always, potential risks and benefits of beverage alcohol consumption, as well as all other health, diet and lifestyle choices, should be discussed with a registered dietitian and/or physician. 

