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Alcohol/weight gain
interaction complex

I’ve seen conflicting
information about
how much of an effect
drinking alcohol might
have on weight gain.
Can you explain?

There’s a simple answer, and there’s
a more complex answer. Let’s start
with the simple one, and that has to
do with calories.
Alcoholic beverages contain empty
calories — lots of empty calories.
And as a whole, Americans like to
consume them. In fact, alcoholic
beverages are the fifth-leading
contributor to calories in the diet
for American adults, according to
the 2005-06 National Health and
Nutrition Examination Survey,
accounting for an average of 106
calories a day. (They’re behind
grain-based desserts, such as pies
and cake; yeast breads; chicken
and mixed chicken dishes; and soft
drinks and energy/sports drinks.)
So, if you currently drink an average
amount of alcohol and you stop,
you’ll be consuming about 740 fewer
calories per week and could expect
your weight to gradually drop, or
at least not increase as rapidly as
before — depending on what else you
consume.
However, try coupling that piece
of common sense with the findings
of a study published in 2010 in
the Archives of Internal Medicine.
Researchers examined data from
19,220 women who started at normal
weight and then 12.9 years later.
When the researchers adjusted for
age, non-alcohol calorie intake,
physical activity and other factors,

they found that those who consumed
a light to moderate amount of alcohol
(an average of one drink a day or
less) gained less weight over the years
than those who didn’t drink at all. So
few women in the study were heavy
drinkers (two to three drinks a day or
more), researchers hesitated to draw
any conclusions about that amount of
alcohol on weight.
That finding seems straightforward
— except that other research has
linked alcohol with at least a shortterm stimulation of the appetite,
leading people to over-consume when
they drink.
One thing is apparent: You’ve seen
conflicting information about alcohol
and weight gain because there is
conflicting information about alcohol
and weight gain.
Although heavy alcohol
consumption is linked with some
pretty nasty diseases (including colon
cancer, breast cancer, liver cancer
and other liver disease, stroke, and
type 2 diabetes), moderate alcohol
consumption (no more than two
drinks a day for men and one for
women) is linked with lower risk of
stroke, type 2 diabetes and overall
mortality.
The bottom line? Alcohol has a
high caloric content. For that and
other reasons, if you drink, don’t
overdo it. And be aware that you
might be tempted to eat more when
you do drink.
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