
The alcohol beverage industry spends billions of dollars each year reminding us “’tis 
the season to be jolly.” It does a great job of associating drinking with the fun and 
good times of the holiday season, with the obligatory warning to “drink responsibly.”

Their message is not for the one-third of the United States who completely abstains 
from alcohol. They never tell those of us who do drink how to drink responsibly. Here 
are five things to know about alcohol to help you drink more safely and responsibly 
during the holiday season:

First, alcohol is a drug. It’s a drug that human beings have been using since we figured 
out that the fermentation of rotting food produces ethyl alcohol, the psychoactive sub-
stance in the alcohol-based drinks we consume today.  Alcohol is a drug that depresses 
the central nervous system, which includes the brain and spinal cord. It acts as a both 
an irritant and anesthetic, as anyone knows who has used an alcohol swab to cleanse a 
wound or felt the burning in your throat as liquor makes its way into your body.

Second, how any drug affects us depends on the interaction among three variables:

•	The type of drug, which includes the dose, or strength

•	The set, or the individual characteristics, including mind-set and mood that you 
are in when using the drug

•	The setting, which includes the environment and/or culture that you use the drug 
in

Understanding how this interaction affects you can help you to make decisions to 
drink more safely. What we drink, our expectations about our drinking, our previous 
drinking experiences, and the drinking environment all interact to make each drinking 
experience unique.
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Third, learn what a “dose” of alcohol is. Figuring it out can be tricky because of the wide assortment of drinks avail-
able to imbibe. But in the United States we have identified one standard drink as the amount of any beverage that 
contains one-half ounce of pure ethyl alcohol, which roughly corresponds to the amount of alcohol in:

•	a 12 ounce beer

•	a 4 ounce glass of wine

•	a 1.5 ounce shot of 80 proof liquor

This helps us determine with some accuracy how much of the psychoactive substance ethyl alcohol we are ingest-
ing.

Fourth, you can learn your safe drinking limit by understanding blood-alcohol level (BAL). BAL is the percentage of 
ethyl alcohol in the blood. For instance, the legal limit for driving in Pennsylvania is .08, which means that alcohol 
makes up .08% of your body’s blood volume. There are phone apps [https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/intellidrink-
bac-calculator/id440759306] and websites [http://bloodalcoholcalculator.org] that make it easy to calculate BAL, 
allowing you to figure out what various BALs feel like and when impairment may begin for you.

For some of us, depending on your alcohol dose, set, and setting, impairment of coordination and judgment may 
begin well before you reach the legal BAL limits for driving. Other factors like gender, weight, and how much food 
is already in your stomach affect BAL. Women need less alcohol than men to achieve the same BAL. In addition to 
gender, other factors like higher body weight, and eating and drinking water while drinking alcohol will allow you 
to drink more alcohol to reach the same BAL.

Fifth, people use substances for reasons. We gravitate toward pleasurable activities and away from painful ones. Al-
cohol can reliably help us feel more relaxed, lower inhibitions and reduce the anxiety many of us feel in social and 
family settings. The downside is that alcohol contributes to higher costs of physical and public health than every 
other drug combined. It’s not even close.

The holiday season offers many reasons for drinking. Some of these reasons can create challenges for safe drinking, 
depending on our individual set and setting. Financial issues, difficulties balancing work and family issues, social 
pressure, pre-existing family conflicts, and previous drinking history are all factors that play a part in the set and 
setting of our holiday drinking experiences.

Arming yourself with information about alcohol and being aware of the various factors that contribute to your 
drinking experience will go a long way toward safely drinking alcohol while enjoying your holiday experience.
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