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My advice: no more than two

Women are now drinking at more dangerous
levels than men, according to a new book. Its
author tells Barbara McMahon why affluent,

middle-class women are so badly affected

: to temperance. Glaser says that the :
: traditional methods we consider the gold :
: standard in dealing with drinking :
: problems — abstinence and Alcoholics :
i Anonymous — are not effective for :
¢ women and may not be necessary. There :
i are many new and successful methods of :
¢ dealing with women’s excessive drinking :
: that include a mixture of medication, :

professional therapy and self-help.

ast orders ladies, please.
Women’s drinking is now at
more dangerous levels than
that of men. The author of a
new book published in the
United States has collated
damning evidence about the
extent of female drinking and refers to it as
a hidden-in-plain-sight epidemic. What is
particularly worrying, she says, is that
alcohol affects women very differently

from the way it affects men. And when

drinking becomes a problem, the standard
treatments that have worked for men often
just don’'t work for women.

Gabrielle Glaser, the author of Her Best-
Kept Secret, says that solid statistics are
hard to come by since many women like to
keep the extent of their alcohol intake
hidden. But, by every quantitative
measure, women are drinking more than
before. The number of middle-aged
women who sought treatment for their

alcohol problem in the US tripled between :

1992 and 2000, she writes. Binge-drinking
is becoming more commonplace among
middle-aged women. Women are being
charged more often with drunk driving
and are being treated more often in emer-
gency rooms for the effects of intoxication.

Women are the wine industry’s most
enthusiastic customers, Glaser reports,
while men’s drinking, their arrests for
drunk driving and alcohol purchases are
flat or even falling. “Alcohol is a socially
acceptable and legal way to get through the
post-feminist, breadwinning or stay-at-
home-life that women lead,” she says. “It’s

a drug women can respectably use in :

public, and in private, even if it carries with
ittherisk of takingthem under.”
Researchers believe that predisposition
towards alcohol abuse is a mix of factors,
including learned behaviour, genes and
psychology. The way it affects men and
women is markedly different, says Glaser.
The toxic effects of alcohol show up much

more quickly inwomen due to their higher :

body fat and lower levels of water, which
dilutes alcohol. “Women absorb more
alcohol into their bloodstream than men,
so women drinking the same amount as
men for their size and weight become
intoxicated more quickly,” says Glaser.
This may be one reason, she speculates in
the book, why alcohol-related liver and
brain damage appears more often in heavy
drinking women than men.

Nearly two thirds of women drink :
regularly and the more educated and well- :

off a woman is the more likely she is to hit

the booze, according to numerous studies :

which suggest it is a worldwide problem.
White women are more likely to drink
than women of other racial backgrounds,
though thatis changing.

Gender differences also show up in the

effects of alcohol, generating different :
¢ behaviours that were off-limits to previous :
i generations— and that includes excessive
¢ drinking,” henoted.

reported feelingincreasingly powerfuland :

reactions in men and women. Research at
Harvard inthe1970s by the clinical psycho-
logist Sharon Wilsnack found that men

: aggressive when drinking, while women :
: said they felt calmer, less inhibited and :
¢ more easy-going. In 2012, Yale researchers :
: using imaging equipment found that areas :
¢ of the brain associated with craving were :
¢ activated by different cues in men and :
: women. Stress was the biggest trigger in :
i cocaine-dependent women while visual :
i prompts, such as photos of the drug, :
i stimulated cravings in the brains of :
i cocaine-dependent men. :
Glaser said this corresponded with her
: own research findings that women use :
: wine for stress relief and relaxation. :
: “Women aretwiceaslikely asmentosuffer :
: from anxiety and depression, and they’re :
: much morelikely to medicate those condi- :
: tions with alcohol,” she says. She describes  :
i inthebook the “striking trend of womenin :
i their thirties, forties and fifties who are :
¢ getting through their days of work, and :
¢ nights with teething toddlers, trying teen- :
¢ agers, orsick parents, by hitting thebottle”. :
Alcohol dependence is also rising :
¢ precipitouslyinthe UK. Thisyearresearch- :
: ers at University College London Depart- :
: ment of Epidemiology and Public Health :
: published research that looked at real :
: alcohol intake compared to reported :
: alcohol intake. They found that women :
: drink more than men and are also more :
: likely to under-report how much they :
: drink. Theresearch, published in the Euro- :
i peanJournal of Public Health, found that 80 :
: per cent of women, compared with 75 per :
: centof men, were found to have consumed :
 more than their recommended dose on :
i their heaviest drinking day of the week.
Self-reported alcohol only accounts for :
. between 40 and 60 per cent of alcohol :
: sales. After correcting the data for the :
i under-reporting of consumption, they :
: found that binge-drinking increased by 28 :
: per centin women and 20 per centinmen, :
: movingtheoverall estimate ofadultsinthe :
: UK considered binge-drinkersupto56 per :
: centforwomenand52percentformen.
¢ Astudy carried out this year in the UK :
¢ suggested that affluent women are more :
¢ likely to drink too much. Patrick Tate, the :
¢ director of analytics for CACI, the firm
¢ thatcarried out theresearch,found that66 :
¢ per cent of women residing in wealthier :
: areas of the UK, such as Knightsbridge, :
: consumed more than three units of :
: alcohol a day — above the daily recom-
: mended limit — compared with an aver- :
: age figure of just 29.8 per cent nationally. :
Glaser says that the situationis the samein :
the US: “The research shows that, for the :
i mostpart,it’slargely abourgeois problem.” :
In the book, the Washington University : :
epidemiologist Rick Grucza draws a treatments that
: parallel between the rise in women’s :
i alcohol consumption and the increasing : Work for [Merl
numbers of women in further education. :
: “Women born in the Forties, Fifties and :

- suit women

Sixties were freer to engage in a range of

: Nearly 30 per cent of

: Womenaged 40 andover

66

- often dont
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And yet Her Best-Kept Secretisnotacall :

Women
and

drinking
The facts

Britishwomendrink
more thanthree units
ofalcohol aday. This
risesto 66 percentin
wealthy areas of the
country.

80 per centof British
womendrink morethan
therecommended limit
ontheirheaviest drinking
day of the week.

56 per cent of womenin
theUK are considered
bingedrinkers.

22 per centofregular
femaledrinkersdrink
morethantwicethe
recommended limits
onatleastonedayaweek.
Morewomen are being
convicted fordrink
drivingeachyear —
convictions have
increased by 16 per cent
inthe pasttenyears.
Maleratesarefalling.

whodrinkanddriveare
foundtobefurtherover
thealcohollimitthan
menand women of any
otheragegroup.
SOURCE:UCL, HSE, ALCOHOL CONCERN UK

When drink is
a problem, the

“The good news is that we understand a :
i lot more about the brain than we ever did :
i before,” she says. “There’s no reason to :
: believe that, once a person develops a :
. problem, its going to be a lifelong :
: condition from which they can never :
i graduate. This might be true for a small :
: fraction of people who drink to excess, but :
i it’scertainly nottrueforeverybody.” :
i A 49-year-old former journalist from :
: Oregon, Glaser was prompted to write the :
i book after her own excessive drinking five :
: yearsago. “I was drinking too much during :
i areally stressful time — a cross-country :
¢ move with threekids, leaving a city I loved, :
¢ and saying goodbye to my parents and my
¢ sister,” she says, speaking in New Jersey, :
: whereshelives now. “Wine seemed like an :
: excellent idea, and it was. But I would :
¢ overdo it. I started drinking at five o’clock :
¢ and after three glasses was totally useless :
: by seven and I had several hours of work :
: aheadofme.” :
i She noticed that women all around her :
: were drinking, too. Women drank if they :
: worked and drank ifthey didn'twork. They :
i drank at book clubs and at jewellery :
: parties. They gave each other gifts of booze :
¢ andknowinglooks. :
“There’s nothing wrong with a glass of :
i wine to relax, or even a bit more than that, :
i but when it slides into three and four :
i glasses, I think that’s when the problems :
i start,” says Glaser. “You lose your ability to :
¢ function properly at night. It takes away :
i your ability to read, for example, and it :
: takes away your ability to do any sort of :
: effective work. These are not problems :
: that are going to put you into rehab, but :
: they are problems because they blunt your :
¢ ability to focusin the evenings.” :
:  Glaserhasbeen criticised for denigrating :
i AA, saying that it was founded in the 1930s :
: by men and for men and has not kept pace :
¢ with the times. It is ill-suited to most :
¢ women, she believes. “The 12-step :
¢ approach instructs drinkers to surrender ‘:
¢ their egos to a higher power, but women :
: who drink too much aren’t necessarily :
¢ sufferingfrom an excess ofhubris,”shesays. :
i She explains: “The word ‘alcoholic’ is :
: something wereally need to movebeyond. :
¢ It’s sort of a hopeless word and a category :
: that doesn't really mean anything.” She :
: believes that women who are worried :
: about their drinking should find a doctor :
i who is experienced in treating alcohol :
: abuse disorders with the most current :
¢ forms of treatment. There are also self- :
¢ help groups that help women take control :
i oftheirdrinking habits. :
Through her own experiences and by :
¢ writing the book, Glaser says that she :
gained an understanding of how easily, :
i swiftly and imperceptibly women can slip :
: into drinking too much. She now keeps a :
: strict internal log. “No more than two :
: drinks on any night, and a few nights a :
: week withnone,” she says. :

: Gabrielle Glaser’s Her Best-Kept Secret:

i Why Women Drink—And How They
: CanRegain Controlis publishedby
: Simon & Schuster

Gabrielle Glaser, author
of Her Best-Kept Secret

he most commonreasons
women drink toomuch are
anxiety, loneliness and
boredom, says psychologist
DrMary Ellen Barnes. The
usual drink of choiceis
wine. “I'd say 96 per cent of

thewomen we see drink chardonnay and
: fortherestit’svodka,beerandred wine,”
i her colleague Dr Ed Wilson adds.

Forthepastten years women fromall

overtheworld, includingthe UK, have

: soughthelp for their drinking problems

: from the two psychologists who practicein
¢ Rolling Hills Estatesin Los Angeles. The

¢ doctorsareon thefrontline of the female

¢ drinking epidemicinthe US. Most of the

¢ womentheytreatareaged between 40

¢ and55.

Women drinkers fall into two

: categories, they say. A few are alcohol

: dependentand start having withdrawal

: symptoms the minute they quit drinking.
: Most of the women they see are alcohol

: abusersand willbe able to get their

: drinkingunder control if they really want
i to.Someevenfind it easy oncethey start.

They say itis unhelpful to generalise

: alcohol abuse. “It’samosaic, with a

¢ spectrum,justlike any other condition,”

¢ says Dr Wilson. “There’s no one-size-fits-
¢ allproblem ortreatment. Everybody’s
triggers andrisk factors are different.”

Thepsychologists say the CAGE testis a

useful exercise to help women determineif :
¢ theyaredrinking too much.

C.Haveyoueverfelt youshould cut

down your drinking?

A.Have people annoyed you by

criticising your drinking?

G. Haveyouever felt guilty about your

 drinking?

E.The eye-opener. Have you everhad a

¢ drink first thing in the morning to steady
: yournervesorto getrid ofahangover?

Ifyousay “yes” to two answers, you

could have a drinking problem; if you say
¢ “yes”tothree or more then you definitely
¢ haveadrinking problem.

Answering “yes” to these questions also

¢ indicates you have a problem:

1) Do you plan your day around your

: favoritedrinking time?
¢ 2)Doyouusually pick restaurantsbased :
: ontheirwinelist or whetherthey havea
: fullbar,rather than the food,ambiance

: and company?

3) Doyoutake alcohol with youwhen

i youtravel,justin case?

Their advice to help women get their

i drinking under control is:
i Eatsomethingbefore yougohomefrom
i work thatwill help yourblood sugarrise,
i soyoudon'twalkinthedoortiredandyour :
¢ blood sugaris solow that wineis “scream-
. ingforyouto comeand getit”.

Beactive and engaged in life. Happy

people donot develop alcohol problems.
i “Forwomen, or men for that matter,

i alcohol problems generally mean that

: somethingis not workingin theirlives,”

i says Dr Barnes. “Women may not know

: howtohandlestress, or perhaps they are
¢ notassertive in their relationships and

drinks on any one night
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Cut down your drinking
The rules for
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¢ therefore feel unheard, powerless and

¢ frustrated in their marriage. Maybe they

i arebored, orlonely. The thingwomen

i needtounderstand isthatalcohol abuseis
i the symptom not the primary problem. Of
i course, ifthe alcohol problem gets too bad,
i orgoesonfortoomany years, it can

i becomeahuge problem itself. But

i generally, when awoman addresses what

¢ isn'tworking, then she can more easily
conquer the alcohol problem.”

Plan activities torelieve stressinthe

early evening when you might be tempted
: tostartdrinking. Gotothe gym,doyoga,

i gooutforarun,orgotothecinemaorthe
: theatre.If youare menopausal or peri-

: menopausal, think about getting some :
: HRTifyoufind your alcohol consumption :
i increasing duetohormonal/menopausal :
: symptoms.

Changingbehaviour patternsis crucial,

‘Women should not despair if they fall off

thewagon. Dr Barnes explains: “It’slike
i losing 501bs. You're dieting, changing your :
i habits and eating patterns, exercising

more,and then the holidays come along

i andyou're goingto allthese parties and

¢ yougain three pounds. But you've still lost
i 47Ibs,soright after the holidays you get

: back onyour eating and exercise plan.

¢ Withalcohol, it’sthe samething. I've had

: people callmein apanicto say they’ve had
: twodrinks. Big deal. They were havinga

: bad day and they flipped back into using

: alcohol as self-medication. Youlearn from
: itandmoveon.”

i theysay. “Let’s say my patternisthatIwalk :
¢ inthedoor, getthe wine, kick off my shoes, :
¢ fliponthe TV and watch the news,”

¢ explains Dr Barnes. “If 'm worried 'm

¢ drinkingtoo much, I might grab a

i cranberryjuiceinstead of a glass of wine

¢ butI'm doing 99 per cent of abehaviour

: patternandleaving out the one per cent

: thatismy favourite. That doesn't work.”

- The most

- common

| 1easons women
- drink too much
- are anxiety and
- loneliness

b

Women generally start lookingbetter as

: soonas they stop drinking. “The puffiness
: intheirfaces goes away within the week,

i they getthathealthy glowbackin their

¢ skinwithinamonth. Their eyesstart to :
i sparkleagain. Itreallyisa greatwaytolose
¢ 10years offyour faceinabout 30 days,”
¢ says Dr Barnes.

Attheir centre, the psychologists do

¢ intense, one-on-onetreatment, which

i may involvea course of a craving-

: suppressing drug. They keep track of

: women for ayear after they have finished
: treatment.

The psycholgists say about 65 per cent

of women are happy with the results,

whetheritis drinking moderately or

i abstaining. Ofthe rest, halfreport that

they arestill struggling with alcohol and

the other halfhave disappeared.

The most common outcomeis that

women who want to moderate their
i drinking end up givingitup completely.

DrBarnessays: “Wesee alot of women

whoquitforawhile, get theirlivesunder
¢ control,and then say, ‘Youknowwhat?I'm :
: happy without thebooze.I don'twantto
: risk goingback there.
: BarbaraMcMahon
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