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Alcohol is the most commonly used drug in Australia.1 Alcohol consumption increases the risk of 
health problems including cancers, brain damage, liver disease and heart disease.  
 
While men are more likely to drink at ‘risky’ levels than women,1 women’s rates of alcohol use and 
related harms are catching up with men. 2 Women start to experience alcohol-related health problems 
sooner and at lower drinking levels than men. This is due to women having less of the enzyme 
dehydrogenase which breaks down alcohol, a higher percentage of body fat and a lower percentage 
of body water than men, which affects how fast alcohol is absorbed.3  
 
Some subgroups of women are at a higher risk of alcohol related harm. Age is a significant factor;  

women aged in their 50s are most likely to drink at risky levels (more than two standard drinks per 

day or over four drinks in one occasion once per month), followed by 18-24 year olds.1  Lesbian, gay 

and bisexual women initiate alcohol earlier and are more likely to report daily alcohol consumption 

than heterosexual women.4  

 

Compared to non-Aboriginal women, Aboriginal women are more likely to abstain from drinking 

alcohol.1  Since 2007, the proportion of women consuming alcohol during pregnancy has declined 

and the proportion abstaining has increased, and most pregnant women tend to change their 

drinking behaviour once they find out they are pregnant.1  No ‘safe’ level of alcohol consumption 

during pregnancy has been established and hence the Australian government recommends that not 

drinking while pregnant is the safest option.1  

 

While the literature tends to focus on the harms of women’s drinking, there is a lack of research on 

their motivations for consuming alcohol. However, it is reported that stress plays a critical role in 

women’s maintenance of alcohol use.5 Once drinking occurs on a regular basis, this can lead to 

alcohol dependence. Women who have experienced abuse are more likely to use alcohol as a coping 

mechanism.6  

 

Alcohol use disorders also have a high comorbidity with anxiety and mood disorders in women 

(although the nature of the relationship is unclear).7 Amongst subgroups, higher rates of alcohol use 

among young lesbian and bisexual women and trans people is associated with psychological distress 

and sexual-orientation/identity-based victimisation.8 Mid-aged women report using alcohol to achieve 

‘time out’ from their caring responsibilities and to assert their identity beyond their mothering role.9  

 

Overall, increases in women’s alcohol consumption have also been attributed to changes in gender 

roles and women’s increasing workforce participation and wage earning.10  
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Different expectations apply to men and women in relation to alcohol consumption. While men’s 
behaviour is more likely to be excused, women are judged more harshly on behaviour and 
appearance if they have consumed alcohol.11 The relationship between alcohol and women’s 
experience of violence is complex. Heavy alcohol use can increase the prevalence and severity of 
men’s violence against women in intimate partner relationships.12  One in eight Australians believe 
that if a woman is sexually assaulted while she is drunk or affected by drugs she is at least partly 
responsible.13  

 

Women are underrepresented in the Australian drug and alcohol treatment system.14 Barriers women 
face in accessing treatment include social stigma, childcare concerns, fear of losing their children and 
the lack of gender-sensitive treatment programs.14 More gender-sensitive research, health promotion 
and treatment services are needed. 
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Overview 
 
Alcohol and your health - is it time to rethink the drink? Jean Hailes Magazine, 2019 
  
Sex, gender and alcohol (Canada) British Columbia Centre for Excellence in Women’s Health 
(BCCEWH), 2018 
  
Did you look forward to last night’s bottle of wine a bit too much? Ladies, you’re not alone  
The Conversation, 2019  
  
Chapter 4: Alcohol use, In National Drug Strategy Household Survey 2016: detailed findings  
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2017 
 
Working with women engaged in alcohol and other drug treatment Network of Alcohol and other 
Drugs Agencies (NADA), 2016 
 
 

https://jeanhailes.org.au/news/alcohol-your-health-rethinking-drinking
http://bccewh.bc.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/TGSInfoSheet-SexGenderAlcohol021418.pdf
https://theconversation.com/did-you-look-forward-to-last-nights-bottle-of-wine-a-bit-too-much-ladies-youre-not-alone-109078
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/15db8c15-7062-4cde-bfa4-3c2079f30af3/21028a.pdf.aspx
https://www.nada.org.au/resources/nada-practice-resource-working-with-women-engaged-in-alcohol-and-other-drug-treatment/
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Women’s alcohol use 
 
Sex differences in stress-related alcohol use Neurobiology of Stress, 2019 
 
Alcohol use disorders in women: a client group who fall through the cracks Australian Nursing and 
Midwifery Journal, 2018 
 
Examining trends in alcohol consumption during pregnancy in Australia, 2001-2016 Foundation for 
Alcohol Research and Education (FARE), 2018 
 
Birth cohort trends in the global epidemiology of alcohol use and alcohol-related harms in men and 
women: systematic review and metaregression BMJ Open, 2016  
 
Do women grow out of risky drinking? A prospective study of three cohorts of Australian women  
Drug and Alcohol Review, 2015  
 
 
 

Social determinants and risk factors 
 
Gender differences in risk factors for adolescent binge drinking and implications for intervention and 
prevention Frontiers in Psychiatry, 2017 

Gender differences in alcohol consumption among middle-aged and older adults in Australia, the 

United States and Korea Australian and New Zealand Journal of Public Health, 2014 

 

The role of alcohol in constructing gender and class identities among young women in the age of 

social media International Journal of Drug Policy, 2018 [U.K.] 

 

Aboriginal women 10 times more likely to be targeted by police at time of Tanya Day’s death in 

custody Human Rights Law Centre News, 2019 

 

Transformation and time-out: The role of alcohol in identity construction among Scottish women in 
early midlife International Journal on Drug Policy, 2015 
 
Factors influencing women’s decisions to drink alcohol during pregnancy: findings of a qualitative 

study with implications for health communication BMC Pregnancy and Childbirth, 2014 

 

Alcohol experiences and concerns of newly arrived migrant women SAGE Open, 2014 
 
 
 
 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352289518300729
https://anmj.org.au/alcohol-use-disorders-in-women-a-client-group-who-fall-through-the-cracks/
http://fare.org.au/examining-trends-in-alcohol-consumption-during-pregnancy-in-australia-2001-2016/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5093369/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5093369/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/dar.12246
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/dar.12246
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5743668/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5743668/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/1753-6405.12227
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/1753-6405.12227
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0955395918301117
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0955395918301117
https://www.hrlc.org.au/news/2019/4/30/aboriginal-women-10-times-more-likely-to-be-targeted-by-police
https://www.hrlc.org.au/news/2019/4/30/aboriginal-women-10-times-more-likely-to-be-targeted-by-police
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4400074/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4400074/
https://bmcpregnancychildbirth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-2393-14-246
https://bmcpregnancychildbirth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-2393-14-246
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2158244014530727
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Health impacts 
 
Impact of alcohol and illicit drug use on the burden of disease and injury in Australia: Australian 
Burden of Disease Study 2011 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2018 

Alcohol use among reproductive aged women: the role of the clinical psychologist Australian Clinical 

Psychologist, 2016 

 

Binge drinking and subsequent depressive symptoms in young women in Australia Drug and Alcohol 
Dependence, 2016 

Alcohol and breast cancer risk: middle-aged women’s logic and recommendations for reducing 
consumption in Australia PLOS One, 2019 
 
 
 

Alcohol and violence 
 
Alcohol use and relationships Relationships Australia, 2018 

Alcohol, drugs and family violence: a question of boundary markers [Opinion] Power to Persuade 
[blog], 2017 

Living the cycle of drinking and violence: a qualitative study of women's experience of alcohol‐related 
intimate partner violence  Drug and Alcohol Review, 2017 

Under the influence: considering the role of alcohol and sexual assault in social contexts ACSSA 
Issues, 2014 
 
Women (but not men) are judged less human and more sexually available if they have a drink in their 
hand IFL Science 2019 
 
 
 

Gender-sensitive treatment 
 
Health service use by same-sex attracted Australian women for alcohol and mental health issues: a 
cross-sectional study BJGP Open, 2018 

Needs of Aboriginal Australian women with comorbid mental and alcohol and other drug use 
disorders Drug and Alcohol Review, 2014 

Researching with women in recovery : how midlife women with alcohol use disorder maintain quality 
abstinent recovery and wellbeing [Thesis]  University of Western Sydney, 2013 
Shorter article from the Uni here 

It’s time to have the conversation: understanding the treatment needs of women who are pregnant 
and alcohol dependent Foundation for Alcohol Research and Education (FARE), 2013 
 
 

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/burden-of-disease/impact-alcohol-illicit-drug-use-on-burden-disease/contents/table-of-contents
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/burden-of-disease/impact-alcohol-illicit-drug-use-on-burden-disease/contents/table-of-contents
https://acp.scholasticahq.com/article/786-alcohol-use-among-reproductive-aged-women-the-role-of-the-clinical-psychologist
https://nova.newcastle.edu.au/vital/access/%20/services/Download/uon:24526/ATTACHMENT02
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0211293
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0211293
https://www.relationships.org.au/what-we-do/research/online-survey/october-2018-alcohol-use-and-relationships
http://www.powertopersuade.org.au/blog/4bhjmxkw1nkuxsyxhqjewkrwupfl6g/4/7/2017
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/dar.12405
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/dar.12405
https://apo.org.au/node/40400
https://www.iflscience.com/editors-blog/women-but-not-men-are-judged-less-human-and-more-sexually-available-if-they-have-a-drink-in-their-hand/
https://www.iflscience.com/editors-blog/women-but-not-men-are-judged-less-human-and-more-sexually-available-if-they-have-a-drink-in-their-hand/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6184099/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6184099/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/dar.12127
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/dar.12127
https://researchdirect.westernsydney.edu.au/islandora/object/uws:19412
https://researchdirect.westernsydney.edu.au/islandora/object/uws:19412
https://www.westernsydney.edu.au/newscentre/news_centre/story_archive/2014/women_to_take_control_on_binge_drinking
https://ndarc.med.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/ndarc/resources/FARE%20final%20report%20-%20treatment%20needs%20of%20women%20who%20are%20pregnant%20%26%20alcohol%20dependent.pdf
https://ndarc.med.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/ndarc/resources/FARE%20final%20report%20-%20treatment%20needs%20of%20women%20who%20are%20pregnant%20%26%20alcohol%20dependent.pdf
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Policy 
 
Proliferation of ‘healthy’ alcohol products in Australia: implications for policy Public Health Research 
and Practice, 2018 
 
Women and alcohol: key issues [seminar series summary report] Scottish Health Action on Alcohol 
Problems, 2018 
 
National fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD) strategic action plan 2018–2028 Australia. 
Department of Health, 2018. [Updated 2019]  
 
Submission to the development of a Victorian Gender Equality Strategy VAADA, 2016 

 

How alcohol companies are using International Women’s Day to sell more drinks to women The 
Conversation, 2019 
  
 
 

Services and supports 

Women’s Alcohol & Drug Service Royal Women’s Hospital  

Victorian Alcohol and Drug Association 

Women’s Clinical Care Network (NSW) Network of Alcohol and other Drugs Agencies 

 

 
 
 
 
 

http://www.phrp.com.au/issues/online-early/proliferation-of-healthy-alcohol-products-in-australia-implications-for-policy/
https://www.rcpe.ac.uk/sites/default/files/women-and-alcohol-web.pdf
https://beta.health.gov.au/resources/publications/national-fetal-alcohol-spectrum-disorder-fasd-strategic-action-plan-2018-2028
https://www.vaada.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/PS_Victorian-Gender-Equality-Strategy180316.pdf
https://theconversation.com/how-alcohol-companies-are-using-international-womens-day-to-sell-more-drinks-to-women-113081
https://www.thewomens.org.au/health-professionals/maternity/womens-alcohol-and-drug-service
https://www.vaada.org.au/
https://www.nada.org.au/networks/womens-clinical-care-network/
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