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Light to moderate drinking linked to increased risk of 
certain cancers in women and male smokers 

Limit alcohol to one drink a day for women and two drinks a day 
for men, say experts 

Even light and moderate drinking (up to one drink a day for 
women and up to two drinks a day for men) is associated with 
an increased risk of certain alcohol related cancers in women 
and male smokers, suggests a large study published 
by The BMJ today.  

Overall, light to moderate drinking was associated with 
minimally increased risk of total cancer in both men and 
women. 

However, among women, light to moderate drinking (up to one 
drink per day) was associated with an increased risk 
of alcohol related cancer, mainly breast cancer. 

Risk of alcohol related cancers was also higher among light and 
moderate drinking men (up to two drinks per day), but only in 
those who had ever smoked. No association was found in men 
who had never smoked. 

Heavy alcohol consumption has been linked to increased risk of 
several cancers. 
However, the association between light to moderate drinking 



 

 

 

and overall cancer risk is less clear. The role of 
alcohol independent of smoking has also not been settled. 

So a team of US researchers based at Harvard T.H. Chan 
School of Public Health and Brigham and Women’s Hospital in 
Boston, set out to determine whether light to moderate drinking 
is associated with an increased risk of cancer. 

They used data from two large US studies that tracked the 
health of 88,084 women and 47,881 men for up to 30 years. 
They assessed risk of total cancer as well as 
known alcohol related cancers including cancer of the 
colorectum, female breast, liver, oral cavity, pharynx, larynx and 
esophagus. 

Light to moderate drinking was defined as up to one standard 
drink or 15g alcohol per day for women and up to two standard 
drinks or 30g alcohol per day for men. One standard drink is 
roughly equivalent to a small (118ml) glass of wine or a 355ml 
bottle of beer.  

Influential factors, such as age, ethnicity, body mass index, 
family history of cancer, history of cancer screening, smoking, 
physical activity and diet were also taken into account. 

During the follow-up period, a total of 19,269 and 7,571 cancers 
were diagnosed in women and men, respectively. The 
researchers found that overall, light to moderate drinking was 
associated with a small but non-significant increased risk of 
total cancer in both men and women, regardless of smoking 
history. 

For alcohol-related cancers, risk was increased among light 
and moderate drinking men who had ever smoked, but not 
among men who never smoked. However, even in never 
smoking women, risk of alcohol-related cancers, mainly breast 
cancer, increased even within the range of up to one drink a 
day. 



 

 

 

This large study sheds further light on the relationship between 
light to moderate drinking and cancer, says Dr Jürgen Rehm at 
the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health in Toronto, in an 
accompanying editorial. 

More research is needed to explore the interaction between 
smoking and drinking on risk of cancer, he says. But, roughly 
speaking, women should not exceed one standard drink a day 
and men should not exceed two standard drinks a day. 

Finally, people with a family history of cancer “should consider 
reducing their intake to below recommended limits or even 
abstaining altogether, given the now well established link 
between moderate drinking and alcohol-related cancers,” he 
concludes. 

[Ends] 

Notes to Editors: 
Research: Light to moderate intake of alcohol, drinking 
patterns, and risk of cancer: results from two prospective US 
cohort studies 
http://www.bmj.com/cgi/doi/10.1136/bmj.h4238 

Editorial: Light or moderate drinking is linked to alcohol related 
cancers, including breast cancer 
http://www.bmj.com/cgi/doi/10.1136/bmj.h4400 
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advance healthcare worldwide by sharing knowledge and 
expertise to improve experiences, outcomes and value. For a 
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Media Coverage 

The Connection Between Light Drinking and Cancer: Study - 
TIME  
 
Just one drink can raise breast cancer risk - experts - New 
Zealand Herald  
 
Cancer risk 'even from light drinking' - BBC News  

This story was also covered by over 200  news articles 
according to Google News including coverage from: 
 
UK 
The Times & The Times Scotland & The Times Ireland, The 
Guardian, the Independent, The Daily Telegraph, Daily Mirror, 
Metro, Daily Mail & Scottish Daily Mail, Daily Mirror & Irish Daily 
Mirror, OnMedica, Doctors Lounge, Health Day, Yahoo News 
UK, Huffington Post UK, TV Newsroom, BT.com, Medical News 
Today, AOL UK, Irish Independent, Belfast Telegraph, South 
Wales Guardian, ITV News & extensive local newspaper 
coverage. Also broadcast by BBC Radio 5 Live & Press 
Preview on Sky News.  
 
International  
Daily News & Analysis, New Kerala, Regal Tribune, The 
Weather Space, Ledger Gazette, Times of Malta , Jewish 
Business News, PPP Focus.com, The Sen Times Online 
Newspaper, Sahara Samay , Junior College, Financial Express, 
Business Standard, ANINEWS, BreakingNews.ie, Western 
Morning News, The Australian, Press Examiner, SBS, New 
Zealand Herald, NEWS.com.au, Herald Sun, Philly.com, 
Politico and Latinos Health.  

http://time.com/4002182/drinking-alcohol-cancer/
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/lifestyle/news/article.cfm?c_id=6&objectid=11499663
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-33975946

