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Alcohol and diabetes:

A risky cocktail?

‘I hate to advocate drugs, alcohol, violence or insanity to anyone, but they’ve
always worked for me.” — Hunter S Thompson

light relief. To make matters worse, the advice given to people with diabetes about
sex, drugs and rock and roll (i.e. lifestyle) can be confused and might reflect our
David Kerr own personal values rather than actual evidence. In terms of alcohol use in diabetes, for
Editor example, the advice might be ‘do the same as everyone else’ or ‘ask the dietitian’!

D iabetes is so unfair. It impinges on all of the pleasures of life without providing any

The combination of alcohol and insulin is recognised to have potentially disastrous
consequences, as modest amounts of alcohol can impair the early warning symptoms

of a low blood glucose level and augment the associated cognitive deficits (Cheyne

et al, 2004). The risk of next-day hypoglycaemia ‘the morning after the night before’ is
also increased in people with type 1 diabetes (Turner et al, 2001). On the other hand,
epidemiological evidence suggests that moderate alcohol use is particularly beneficial in
reducing the risk of vascular disease, which is highly relevant for the diabetes population
(Ajani et al, 2000).

Although authoritative voices suggest an approach to alcohol for our patients that is
similar to that for the general population, this could be perceived as a bit of a ‘cop-out’
given that binge drinking (defined as drinking more than 6 units at a time) is fast
becoming a national pastime. Binge drinking is not always pre-planned and expecting
individuals to make rational choices about food, blood glucose levels and insulin at
2 a.m. after eight bottles of alcopops may be naive.
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