Alcohol and Diabetes

Factsheet
Introduction

In 2010 as many as three million people were estimated to have diabetes in England.
The condition can lead to a number of serious health conditions. It has been estimated that
Type 2 diabetes, the most common form of the condition, costs the UK economy nearly £9
billion every year – a figure which is set to sharply increase in the future.
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• Type 1 diabetes, which affects around 10% of the total
number of people with diabetes, generally appears during
childhood, and is caused by the body attacking its own
insulin-producing cells.

alcohol in a short period (‘binge drinking’) increases the risk.
Consuming 26 units of alcohol – roughly thirteen standard
drinks – over three days has been found to increase the risk of
developing diabetes five-fold.

• Type 2 diabetes which affects around 90% of the total
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The symptoms of both of these forms of diabetes include
frequent urination, feelings of thirst and tiredness,
unexplained weight loss and blurred vision. In the long term,
diabetes can lead to a number of serious health problems
including an increased risk of heart disease and stroke, nerve
damage, kidney disease, poor vision and sexual dysfunction.
People with diabetes are also prone to slow wound healing.
12

1/2

damaged from inflammation and is no longer able to produce
insulin. Chronic pancreatitis is a major risk factor for diabetes,
which develops in about a third of people with the condition.
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Alcohol and Diabetes
Heavy alcohol consumption can also lead to weight gain over
time due to the calorific content of alcoholic drinks and the role
of alcohol as a stimulant to appetite. Weight gain, particularly in
the middle body area, brings an increased risk of developing Type
2 diabetes, since excess body fat increases insulin resistance.
Four pints of larger contains approximately 728 calories, the
equivalent calorie content of two-a-half burgers. Moderating
alcohol consumption is therefore an important part of any
attempt to reduce diabetes risk through weight management.
10, 17,
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Living with diabetes
People with diabetes who use insulin or tablets to treat
the condition and who drink alcohol may be at risk of
hypoglycaemia – dangerously low levels of glucose in the
blood. Alcohol can inhibit the liver’s ability to produce glucose,
which means that during drinking the body has less ability to
counteract the blood sugar-lowering effect of insulin.

dizziness, sweating and irrational behaviour, and are usually a
sign that urgent medical help is needed.
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The risk of hypoglycaemia can be reduced by never drinking
on an empty stomach, and by consuming carbohydrates
throughout the evening and before going to sleep.
Carbohydrates both raise blood sugar and stop alcohol being
absorbed as quickly into the blood stream.
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Generally, people with diabetes who take tablets or insulin
for the condition can minimise their risk of hypoglycaemia by
regularly checking their blood glucose levels and sticking within
the recommended government alcohol guidelines.

Final word
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Consuming large amounts of alcohol – particularly through
binge drinking – may increase the risk of developing Type
2 diabetes. While people who have developed diabetes do
not necessarily need to give up alcohol, those treating it
with tablets or insulin should monitor their blood glucose
levels whenever they are consuming alcohol.

Alcohol-related hypoglycaemia is particularly dangerous
because the symptoms can easily be confused for drunken
behaviour, and so people nearby may not recognise the need
to intervene and assist. The symptoms include blurred vision,
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