FACT SHEET B

Alcohol and Mental Health

Icohol can interact with mental health problems in various ways:

e People with mental health problems are at particular risk of experiencing
problems relating to alcohol;

e People diagnosed as having an alcohol dependence problem are also
more likely to suffer from other mental health problems; and

e Depending on the type of mental health problem, alcohol can:
— lead to poorer outcomes;
— make the symptoms worse;
— increase the risk of alcohol dependence;
— interact in a harmful way with the medications prescribed for that

problem, and/or with other drugs;

— contribute to worse moods in the longer term; and
— result in disrupted sleep that may trigger some mental health problems.

Anyone with a mental health problem should therefore discuss their alcohol intake
with their doctor.

People with a mental health problem need to be extremely careful with alcohol

If they do drink: @ They should take particular care to stay within the levels set in the Table below.
e They should consult with their doctor or pharmacist about possible side-effects.
and
e They may need to consider not drinking at all, if they find it difficult to keep their
drinking within these guideline levels; and to stop drinking entirely if symptoms persist.

Table of low risk alcohol use guidelines* for men and for women of average size or larger

The guidelines* for men are — The guidelines* for women are —
an average of: an average of:

e no more than 4 standard drinks a day e no more than 2 standard drinks a day and
and these drinks should be spread over these drinks should be spread over at least
at least 2 - 3 hours, and 2 - 3 hours, and

no more than 28 standard drinks over a week; no more than 14 standard drinks over a

not more than 6 standard drinks in any week;
1 occasional day; not more than 4 standard drinks in any

one or two alcohol-free days per week. 1 occasional day;
one or two alcohol-free days per week.

* Note that these guidelines may be unsafe for people people; pregnant women. Special guidelines apply to
in the following situations: about to undertake activities these groups of people.
involving risk or skill; on medication or taking other Carers can encourage people with a mental health
drugs; with a health condition made worse by drinking; problem to stay within guideline levels, or to abstain if
with a family history of alcohol-related problems; older necessary.
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Ways in which alcohol can make mental
health problems worse

There is clear evidence that drinking above the levels
set in the Guidelines Table can lead to poorer
outcomes for people who have a mental health
problem:

In particular, people who are depressed and
sometimes drink excessively are at much greater
risk of self-harm and suicide, especially if they
also drink regularly above guideline levels.

There is also some evidence that alcohol use is
associated with poorer outcomes for people
suffering from schizophrenia, and that even low
risk drinking can worsen the symptoms of this
condition.

Alcohol can interact in harmful ways with most
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PEOPLE WITH MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS ARE AT PARTICULAR RISK OF PROBLEMS WITH ALCOHOL

Alcohol misuse is itself a causal factor in a number
of mental health conditions including alcoholic
psychosis, alcohol dependence syndrome and
alcohol-related dementia.

The relationship between alcohol use and
anxiety is complex:

Alcohol can provide temporary relief for people
experiencing significant anxiety, and people with
significant alcohol dependence have reported
that alcohol helps to reduce their anxiety.

However, while alcohol consumption may bring
some relief from anxiety or stress in the short-
term, it can worsen mood in the longer term,
especially with continued drinking over two days
or more, and/or at higher levels of consumption.

of the medications prescribed for mental health
problems, even at low levels of drinking (1-2
standard drinks).

Alcohol can cause disrupted sleep. Even one or
two drinks may result in reduced sleep quality
and early morning waking; and disruption of sleep
can be a trigger for a variety of mental health
problems

Heavy drinking can also make symptoms worse
for people with milder degrees of anxiety and
depression.

Links between alcohol dependence
problems and other mental health
problems:

With some mental health problems, the risk of
alcohol dependence is significantly increased,
particularly where the person drinks to relieve
anxiety or change their mood.

There is also considerable evidence that people
with a mental health problem are more likely than
the general population to have an alcohol misuse
or dependence problem.
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Other relevant Fact Sheets:
e What is a standard drink?

e Alcohol dependence

e Alcohol and medications

e Alcohol and drugs
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