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Alcohol units and guidelines

The low risk weekly guidelines
It can be a bit tricky to understand and remember how much alcohol is in drinks, and how this 
can affect our health. The low risk guidelines can help with this, if you choose to drink.
No-one can say that drinking alcohol is absolutely safe, but by sticking within these guidelines, 
you can lower your risk of harming your health if you drink most weeks:
• Men and women are advised not to regularly drink more than 14 units a week. 
• Spread your drinking over three days or more if you drink as much as 14 units a week. 
If you want to cut down how much you’re drinking, a good way to help achieve this is to have 
several drink-free days each week.

Counting the units
Once you’ve got the hang of the low-risk guidelines, then check how many units are in your 
usual tipple. “ABV” means the percentage of alcohol in the drink and you can often find this 
information on the side of the bottle or can. The amount of alcohol in drinks can vary quite 
widely, and it’s worth looking for versions of your favourite drinks that have  
less alcohol, which can also be cheaper and often have less calories.







Medical warning: if you have physical withdrawal symptoms (like shaking, sweating, or 
feeling anxious until you have a first drink of the day), you should take medical advice before 
stopping completely as it can be dangerous to do this too quickly without proper advice and 
support.



Alcohol intake and how it effects your body
The information on how much alcohol you should consume can be confusing. We hear the term 
‘alcohol units’ but for most it still isn’t clear exactly what this means in terms of what you actually 
drink. How many units are there in a pint of beer or glass of wine for instance?
Recommended alcohol units are now - for women & men: no more than 14 units each week.
For the purpose of this programme and to help with weight loss it is worth referring back to the 
portion size advice we gave in week 1.

In simple terms this means you are allowed 1 drink per day - 1 regular beer or 1 small glass of 
wine.
Advice to those losing weight is to either stop or reduce alcohol intake as it is high in calories.
For good health and controlled weight loss, it’s a good idea to have several drink free days and 
spread any you do have throughout the week to help avoid binge drinking.

Alcohol drinks – portion guide 
Please note:- these are portion sizes for weight loss, NOT alcohol units

Beer or larger, ordinary strength ½ pint 1 portion
Wine – (125ml) 1 portion

Wine – standard pub measure (175ml) 2 portions
Spirits – 25ml pub measure 1 portion



When someone offers you a drink they may use the phrase ‘what’s your poison’? There is much 
more truth in this term than you may think as that is exactly what alcohol is - a toxin (or poison).
Having said that, the human body is a great thing and is designed to deal with this – in this case 
it is the job of the liver to deal with moderate intakes of alcohol
Your body burns calories in a certain order:-
1. Carbohydrates (simple then complex)
2. Fat
3. Protein
Rather than getting stored as fat, the main fate of alcohol is conversion into a substance called 
acetate Acetate then becomes the first source of fuel in your body. It is thought this sharp rise in 
acetate puts the brakes on fat loss.
Your body tends to use whatever you feed it. When acetate levels rise, your body simply burns 
more acetate, and less fat. In essence, acetate pushes fat further down the queue. This means if 
you drink alcohol you will have to work that much harder over the next day to get back to burning 
off body fat.
• A small portion of the alcohol is converted into fat
• Your liver then converts most of the alcohol into acetate 
• The acetate is then released into your bloodstream, and replaces fat as a source of fuel



Group activity: ask the group to work together on coming up with how alcohol can effect 
the body (then run through all of the below, these are just some examples...)
1. Increase in appetite: In an American Journal of Clinical Nutrition study, there was evidence 

to suggest that consumption of alcohol lead to an increase in appetite over that of any other 
carbohydrate type drink. Drink too much and you end up storing too many calories as fat.

2. Decrease in testosterone and an increase in cortisol: The effects were even worse if you 
exercise before drinking. If you are going out and will be drinking more than a small amount of 
alcohol, you might as well skip the gym! The body will store more fat around the waist and gain 
less overall muscle mass.

3. Dehydration: Alcohol is also a diuretic, which means it makes the body lose more water than 
usual. So when you drink alcohol, you need to have more non-alcoholic drinks that aren’t 
diuretics, otherwise it’s easy to get dehydrated.

4. Sleep: Alcohol consumption, especially at the times when you would normally sleep, can have 
effects on the quality of sleep. High quality sleep is extremely important to the rebuilding and 
growth process of muscle. Without proper rest and recovery, your gains will be affected.

5. Vitamin and mineral absorption: When you consume large quantities of alcohol, your liver is 
busy converting the alcohol to acetate and any vitamins and minerals that it might process are 
taken up by the detoxification process.

6. The next day: An obvious conclusion but if you plan on drinking on a Friday night in excess 
then the leg workout you thought of doing on Saturday morning won’t be top notch. It takes a 
bit to recover, your body to detoxify and for you mentally to be prepared to workout.

As with anything, moderation is the key!



Don’t drink alcohol? What about non-alcoholic drinks?
If you are tea-total or drink very little, don’t think you can get away without being aware of social 
drinking. Particularly on a night out, you are much more likely to drink more than if you were sat at 
home – it’s doubtful many people sit at home in an evening, have a soft drink and as soon as it is 
finished get another one. Some soft drinks can also be high in calories depending on the variety.
Additionally when out socially you can easily get engrossed with the nibbling leading to over 
eating.

*Would you like to discuss your alcohol consumption, potential changes or get more specific 
advice and information? To book a free appointment call Janet Fagan at Crawley Wellbeing on 
01293 585317 or email janet.fagan@crawley.gov.uk

J2O per bottle 120-140 depending on the variety
Appletiser per 300ml bottle 117
Bitter lemon per 180ml bottle 61 (low cal version: 4)
Cola 1/2 pint 121
Ginger ale per 180ml bottle 29
Lemonade 1/2 pint 70
Orange juice 1/2 pint 139
Rubicon per 200ml 110
Tonic water per bottle 40 (low cal version: 2)





Free and confidential support for a healthier lifestyle.
 Alcohol-specific advice and information
 One-to-one appointments in the community
 Up to 8 sessions
 Access to other lifestyle support services
We’re here to make it easier for you to start to take control.

www.crawley.westsussexwellbeing.org.uk      01293 585317
janet.fagan@crawley.gov.uk


