Women and Alcohol
Alcohol use in Australia

Fact Sheet – Women and Alcohol

Alcohol use in Australia has been declining over recent years. On a per capita basis, for persons aged 15 years and
over, there were 9.7 litres of pure alcohol available for consumption in 2015–16. This figure is slightly more than the
amount in 2014–15 (9.5 litres) but still less than that in the mid-1970s (13.1 litres). The current figure compares to
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) average of 9.6 litres.1
Alcohol is consumed on a weekly basis by 35.8% of Australians aged 14 years and over, and daily by 5.9%.2 The regular
use of alcohol is associated with a range of medical problems including liver
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cirrhosis, pancreatitis, heart disease and brain damage. Over 20% of the injury
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Women are less likely to consume alcohol on a daily (4.2%) or weekly (31.0%)
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Studies show that women score amongst the highest with respect to negative
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consequences experienced from alcohol consumption.6
Most people in Australia drink at levels that do not place them at lifetime risk of harm. For most age groups, however,
about 1 in 5 people drink at levels that exceed the lifetime risk guidelines set by the National Health and Medical
Research Council.2 According to the most recent Victorian Public Health Survey, when compared with all Victorian
women, a significantly higher proportion of women at ‘increased lifetime risk’ of alcohol-related harm have the
following characteristics: born in Australia, speak English at home, have completed a university or other tertiary
institute degree, are employed, and have a total annual household income of $40,000 or more.7 This picture of
women at risk is important for health/service planners and policy makers to see as it differs from the commonly
perceived stereotype of problematic alcohol users.
It is estimated that roughly 13% of children live in a home with at least one adult who misuses alcohol.8

Women’s alcohol consumption over the life course
Alcohol remains the most common substance used by young people, with 76% of secondary students reporting
having consumed it at some time.9 Figures for Victoria, however, show a decline over time in the proportion of girls
who drink alcohol:
 from 27% in 1984 to 9% in 2011 for the 12–15 years age bracket; and
 from 47% in 1984 to 31% in 2011 for the 16–17 years age bracket.9
Research has unequivocally established the fact that alcohol consumption is dangerous to the developing adolescent
brain, and that young people who begin drinking at an early age are more susceptible to adverse health and social
outcomes. The good news is that more young people, overall, are deferring their first alcohol use and engaging in
less risky drinking. This is positive change reflected across Australia partly explains why the proportion of all crime
committed by young people is decreasing.10
When considering the alcohol consumption patterns of women over the life course:
 young women (18–23 years) are less likely than older women to abstain from alcohol consumption, and are
more likely than older women to consumer higher quantities of alcohol when they drink;11
 older women with a higher household incomes are more likely than other women to continue to drink after
learning of their pregnancy;12
 for women in their prime child-rearing age (25–44 years), alcohol is the leading cause of disease burden.3

The use of alcohol during pregnancy increases the risk of harm to a foetus. Foetal disorders include facial anomalies,
congenital abnormalities, and neurological developmental and social-emotional problems.4 As medical evidence mounts
and societal acceptance of drinking during pregnancy decreases, there is a danger that pregnant women with problematic
alcohol use could fail to seek assistance due to perceived shame and fear of child protection involvement.12

Violence against women: Alcohol as a reinforcing factor
Australia’s shared framework for action on violence against women, Change the Story, names gender inequality as the
necessary social context in which violence against women occurs. Gender inequality refers to the unequal value afforded
to men and women in society, and the unequal distribution of power, resources and opportunity between them. Other
factors, such as alcohol, can interact with and reinforce the gendered drivers; for example, in increasing the severity or
frequency of violence. But alcohol alone cannot predict or drive violence against women.13 For more on violence against
women, see Women’s Health East’s website (fact sheets series).
Research shows that consuming high levels of alcohol can put women at risk of experiencing sexual aggression including
sexual coercion, unwanted sexual contact, attempted rape and rape.14 Younger women are particularly vulnerable to
unwanted sex11,14 and are more likely to be judged harshly if it occurs when they have been drinking.15,16 A survey of
Australian secondary students found that, of Year 10 to 12 female students who were sexually active, 47% reported that
they had experienced unwanted sex because they were ‘too drunk or too high’.17
Figures show that 23% of all family violence incidents reported to Victoria Police involve alcohol.18 Alcohol also features
strongly in domestic violence murders, with over one third (37%) of all Australian intimate partner homicides between
2010 and 2012 involving alcohol consumption by either the victim or the offender.19 The Royal Commission into Family
Violence noted the inter-relationship between alcohol and family violence severity and frequency, and recommended
closer collaboration between alcohol and other drugs services and family violence services.20

Gender analysis of women’s alcohol use
While we have access to sex-disaggregated data to show differences in alcohol consumption patterns, limited studies exist
that provide in-depth analysis of the social contexts for women’s behaviours around alcohol. Further research must be
done to explain the quantitative data. The limited research that is available suggests that women’s alcohol use could be
connected to gender roles in contemporary society, with women perceiving alcohol use as a way to challenge stereotyped
notions of passive femininity – a license to take risks and be more bold or assertive.11 Without a fuller understanding of
the context of women’s alcohol use, health/service planners and policy makers lack the evidence needed to make sound
decisions regarding women and alcohol.

Alcohol use in the Eastern Metropolitan Region (EMR)
Across the EMR, 2.7% of adult females are at increased risk of alcohol related injury weekly.21 Boroondara has the highest
proportion of adult females at risk of alcohol-related harm through over-consumption on a single occasion; it also has the
highest proportion of adult females at increased lifetime risk of alcohol related harm.22
PROPORTION OF ADULT WOMEN AT INCREASED RISK OF ALCOHOL RELATED H ARM
2014

BOROONDARA

© Women’s Health East

KNOX

Published October 2016

Address: 1/125 George Street, Doncaster East 3109

MONASH

WHITEHORSE

YARRA
RANGES

30.9

49.7

36.8

53
26.7

20.6

32.5

30.7

MANNINGHAM MAROONDAH

54.8

Single occasion risk

55.5
25.6

53.1
17.9

43.9

40.1

65.6

Life time risk

VICTORIA

Last Updated: March 2018
Phone: 9851 3700

Website: www.whe.org.au

References
1

Australian Bureau of Statistics 2015, Apparent Consumption of Alcohol, Australia 2015-16, Cat. No 4307.0.55.001, retrieved 5
February 2018, http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/4307.0.55.001/
2

Australian Institute of Health & Welfare 2017, National Drug Strategy Household Survey 2016, retrieved 5 February 2018,
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/illicit-use-of-drugs/2016-ndshs-detailed/report-editions
3

Australian Institute of Health & Welfare 2016, Australian Burden of Disease Study: Impact and cases of illness and death in
Australia 2011, retrieved 7 July 2016, http://www.aihw.gov.au/publication-detail/?id=60129555173
4

Australian Institute of Health & Welfare 2005, cited in Australian Psychological Society 2005 ‘Perspectives in psychology: Substance
use’, retrieved 27 July 2016, https://www.psychology.org.au/getmedia/4eca1e88-5847-474f-ab68-d76ea6cb9158/APS-PerspectivesSubstance-Use.pdf
5

National Drug Strategy 2001, cited in Australian Psychological Society 2005 ‘Perspectives in psychology: Substance use’, retrieved
27 July 2016, https://www.psychology.org.au/getmedia/4eca1e88-5847-474f-ab68-d76ea6cb9158/APS-Perspectives-SubstanceUse.pdf
6

World Health Organization 2004, cited in Demirkol A, Haber P & Conigrave K 2011, ‘Problem drinking: Detection and assessment in
general practice’, Australian Family Physician, vol.40, no. 8, pp. 570–74, retrieved 27 July 2016,
http://www.racgp.org.au/download/documents/AFP/2011/August/201108demirkol_detection.pdf
7

Department of Health 2017, Victorian Population Health Survey 2015: Selected survey findings, retrieved 5 February 2018,
https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/public-health/population-health-systems/health-status-of-victorians/survey-data-andreports/victorian-population-health-survey/victorian-population-health-survey-2015
8

Dawe et al. 2007 cited in Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2011 ‘Alcohol misuse and child maltreatment’, Veronica Meredith
& Rhys Price-Robertson, retrieved 27 July 2016,
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/258223645_Alcohol_Misuse_and_Child_Mistreatment
9

Department of Health 2013, Victorian Secondary School Students’ Use of Licit and Illicit Substances in 2011: Results from the 2011
Australian Secondary Students’ Alcohol and Drug (ASSAD) Survey, State Government of Victoria, retrieved 27 July 2016,
https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/Api/downloadmedia/%7B379D7760-1614-40FD-B253-F0299FD97AA0%7D
10

Crime Statistics Agency 2016, How has Youth Crime in Victoria Changed Over the Last 10 Years? Fact sheet number 3, July 2016,
retrieved 27 July 2016, http://www.crimestatistics.vic.gov.au/research-and-evaluation/publications/youth-crime/how-has-youthcrime-in-victoria-changed-over-the
11

Women’s Health Victoria 2010, Women and Alcohol, Women’s Health Victoria, retrieved 1 August 2016,
http://whv.org.au/static/files/assets/9502f094/Women_and_alcohol_GIA.pdf
12

Foundation for Alcohol Research & Education (FARE) 2012, Alcohol Consumption During Pregnancy: Results from the 2010
National Drug Strategy Household Survey, Centre for Alcohol Policy Research, retrieved 1 August 2016, http://www.fare.org.au/wpcontent/uploads/research/Alcohol-Consumption-During-Pregnancy-Final.pdf
13

Our Watch, ANROWS & VicHealth 2015, Change the Story: A shared framework for the primary prevention of violence against
women and their children in Australia, retrieved 19 January 2017 https://www.ourwatch.org.au/getmedia/1462998c-c32b-4772ad02-cbf359e0d8e6/Change-the-story-framework-prevent-violence-women-children.pdf.aspx
14

Testa M, VanZile-Tamsen C, Livingston A 2007, ‘Prospective prediction of women’s sexual victimization by intimate and nonintimate male perpetrators’, Journal of Consulting Clinical Psychology vol.75, no.1, pp. 52–60,
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17295563
15

Our Watch 2016, The Line Campaign Evaluation: Wave 1 – Report 22 February 2016. Summary of attitudes and behaviours of
young people in relation to consent, TNS Social Research for Our Watch, retrieved 18 October 2016
http://www.ourwatch.org.au/getmedia/78267ee6-45e4-4baf-8578-40f148bcbf8e/The-Line-Evaluation-Research-on-consentaccessible-PDF-(1).pdf.aspx?ext=.pdf
16

VicHealth 2015, Young Australians’ Attitudes to Violence against Women. Summary of findings from the 2013 National Community
Attitudes Towards Violence against Women Survey for Respondents aged 16–24 years, Victorian Health Promotion Foundation,
retrieved 18 October 2016,
https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/~/media/ResourceCentre/PublicationsandResources/PVAW/SurveyReport_YoungPeopleattitudes-violence-against-women.pdf?la=en

© Women’s Health East

Published October 2016

Address: 1/125 George Street, Doncaster East 3109

Last Updated: March 2018
Phone: 9851 3700

Website: www.whe.org.au

17

Mitchell A, Patrick K, Heywood W, Blackman P, Pitts M 2014, 5th National Survey of Australian Secondary Students and Sexual
Health 2013 (ARCSHS Monograph Series No. 97), Australian Research Centre in Sex, Health & Society, retrieved 18 October 2016,
http://www.redaware.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/31631-ARCSHS_NSASSSH_FINAL-A-3.pdf
18

Foundation for Alcohol Research & Education (FARE) 2015, National Framework for Action to Prevent Alcohol-related Family
Violence, Canberra, retrieved 1 August 2016, http://fare.org.au/wp-content/uploads/research/FARE-National-framework-toprevent-alcohol-related-family-violence-web.pdf
19

Bryant W & Cussen T 2015, Homicide in Australia: 2010–11 to 2011–12: National Homicide Monitoring Program Report, AIC
Monitoring Report No. 23, Australian Institute of Criminology, Canberra, retrieved 18 October 2016,
https://ssaa.org.au/assets/news-resources/research/2015-02_aic-homicide-in-australia-2010-11-to-2011-12.pdf
20

Royal Commission into Family Violence 2016, Summary and Recommendations, Parliamentary Paper No.132, Victorian
Government, Melbourne, retrieved 7 July 2016, http://www.rcfv.com.au/MediaLibraries/RCFamilyViolence/Reports/Final/RCFVSummary.pdf
21

Department of Health & Human Services 2016, Victorian Population Health Survey 2014: Modifiable risk factors contributing to
chronic disease, retrieved 27 July 2016, https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/Api/downloadmedia/%7B07753ADD-0085-4870-8DBFF8ECBDA02E16%7D
22

Department of Health & Human Services 2016, Victorian Population Health Survey 2014: Selected indicators by sex and local
government area, supplied directly by DHHS.

© Women’s Health East

Published October 2016

Address: 1/125 George Street, Doncaster East 3109

Last Updated: March 2018
Phone: 9851 3700

Website: www.whe.org.au

