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Short-term effects of alcohol 

Temporary effects you might noƟce while drinking alcohol (or shortly aŌer) can include: 

feelings of relaxaƟon or drowsiness 

a sense of euphoria or giddiness 

changes in mood 

lowered inhibiƟons 

impulsive behavior 

slowed or slurred speech 

nausea and vomiƟng 

diarrhea 

head pain 

changes in hearing, vision, and percepƟon 

loss of coordinaƟon 

trouble focusing or making decisions 

loss of consciousness or gaps in memory (oŌen called a blackout) 

Some of these effects, like a relaxed mood or lowered inhibiƟons, might show up quickly aŌer just 
one drink. Others, like loss of consciousness or slurred speech, may develop aŌer a few drinks. 

DehydraƟon-related effects, like nausea, headache, and dizziness, might not appear for a few hours, 
and they can also depend on what you drink, how much you drink, and if you also drink water. 

These effects might not last very long, but that doesn’t make them insignificant. Impulsiveness, loss 
of coordinaƟon, and changes in mood can affect your judgment and behavior and contribute to more 
far-reaching effects, including accidents, injuries, and decisions you later regret. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
Long-term effects of alcohol 

Alcohol use can also lead to more lasƟng concerns that extend beyond your own mood and health. 

Some long-term effects of frequently drinking alcohol can include: 

persistent changes in mood, including anxiety and irritability 

insomnia and other sleep concerns 

a weakened immune system, meaning you might get sick more oŌen 

changes in libido and sexual funcƟon 

changes in appeƟte and weight 

problems with memory and concentraƟon 

difficulty focusing on tasks 

increased tension and conflict in romanƟc and family relaƟonships 

 

DigesƟve and endocrine glands 

Drinking too much alcohol over Ɵme may cause inflammaƟon of the pancreas, resulƟng in 
pancreaƟƟs. PancreaƟƟs can acƟvate the release of pancreaƟc digesƟve enzymes and cause 
abdominal pain. 

PancreaƟƟs can become a long-term condiƟon and cause serious complicaƟons. 

Inflammatory damage 

Your liver helps break down and remove toxins and harmful substances (including alcohol) from your 
body. 

Long-term alcohol use interferes with this process. It also increases your risk for alcohol-related liver 
disease and chronic liver inflammaƟon: 

Alcohol-related liver disease is a potenƟally life-threatening condiƟon that leads to toxins and waste 
buildup in your body. 

Chronic liver inflammaƟon can cause scarring, or cirrhosis. When scar Ɵssue forms, it may 
permanently damage your liver. 

Sugar levels 

The pancreas helps regulate how your body uses insulin and responds to glucose. If your pancreas 
and liver don’t funcƟon properly due to pancreaƟƟs or liver disease, you could experience low blood 
sugar, or hypoglycemia. 

 

 

 



 
A damaged pancreas can also prevent your body from producing enough insulin to use sugar. This 
can lead to hyperglycemia, or too much sugar in the blood. 

If your body can’t manage and balance your blood sugar levels, you may experience greater 
complicaƟons and side effects related to diabetes. 

Experts recommend avoiding excessive amounts of alcohol if you have diabetes or hypoglycemia. 

Central nervous system 

One major way to recognize alcohol’s impact on your body? Understanding how it affects your 
central nervous system. 

Slurred speech, a key sign of intoxicaƟon, happens because alcohol reduces communicaƟon between 
your brain and body. This makes speech and coordinaƟon — think reacƟon Ɵme and balance — more 
difficult. That’s one major reason why you should never drive aŌer drinking. 

Over Ɵme, alcohol can cause damage to your central nervous system. You might noƟce numbness 
and Ɵngling in your feet and hands. 

 

Drinking can also affect your ability to: 

create long-term memories 

think clearly 

make raƟonal choices 

regulate your emoƟons 

Over Ɵme, drinking can also damage your frontal lobe, the part of the brain responsible for execuƟve 
funcƟons, like abstract reasoning, decision making, social behavior, and performance. 

chronic heavy drinking can also cause permanent brain damage, including Wernicke-Korsakoff 
syndrome, a brain disorder that affects memory. 

 

DigesƟve system 

The connecƟon between alcohol consumpƟon and your digesƟve system might not seem 
immediately clear. The side effects oŌen only appear aŌer the damage has happened. ConƟnuing to 
drink can worsen these symptoms. 

Drinking can damage the Ɵssues in your digesƟve tract, prevenƟng your intesƟnes from digesƟng 
food and absorbing nutrients and vitamins properly. In Ɵme, this damage can cause malnutriƟon. 

Heavy drinking can also lead to: 

gas 

bloaƟng 

feeling of fullness in your abdomen 



 
diarrhea or painful stools 

ulcers or hemorrhoids (due to dehydraƟon and consƟpaƟon) 

Ulcers can cause dangerous internal bleeding, which can someƟmes be fatal without prompt 
diagnosis and treatment. 

Circulatory system 

Chronic drinking can affect your heart and lungs, raising your risk of developing heart-related health 
issues. 

Circulatory system complicaƟons include: 

high blood pressure 

irregular heartbeat 

difficulty pumping blood through the body 

stroke 

heart aƩack 

heart disease 

heart failure 

Difficulty absorbing vitamins and minerals from food can cause faƟgue and anemia, a condiƟon 
where you have a low red blood cell count. 

Sexual and reproducƟve health 

Drinking alcohol can lower your inhibiƟons, so you might assume alcohol can ramp up your fun in the 
bedroom. In reality, though, heavy drinking can: 

prevent sex hormone producƟon 

lower your libido 

keep you from geƫng or maintaining an erecƟon 

make it difficult to achieve orgasm 

Skeletal and muscle systems 

Long-term alcohol use can affect bone density, leading to thinner bones and increasing your risk of 
fractures if you fall. Weakened bones may also heal slower. 

Drinking alcohol can also lead to muscle weakness, cramping, and eventually atrophy. 

 

 

 

 



 
Immune system 

Drinking heavily reduces your body’s natural immune system. A weakened immune system has a 
harder Ɵme protecƟng you from germs and viruses. 

People who drink heavily over a long period of Ɵme are also more likely to develop pneumonia or 
tuberculosis than the general populaƟon. The World Health OrganizaƟon (WHO) links about 8.1 
percent of all tuberculosis cases worldwide to alcohol consumpƟon. 

 

Drinking alcohol can also factor into cancer risk: 

Frequent drinking can increase your risk of developing mouth, throat, breast, esophagus, colon, or 
liver cancer. 

Drinking and using tobacco together can further increase your risk of developing mouth or throat 
cancer. 

Psychological effects 

Long-term alcohol use can lead to changes in your brain that can affect your: 

memory and concentraƟon 

impulse control 

emoƟons, mood, and personality 

Regular drinking can also affect overall mental health and well-being, in part because alcohol may 
worsen symptoms of certain mental health condiƟons, including anxiety, depression, and bipolar 
disorder. 

You might also noƟce feelings of anxiety with a hangover. 

Alcohol-induced mental health condiƟons 

Alcohol use can factor into mental health symptoms that closely resemble those of other mental 
health condiƟons. 

 

The latest ediƟon of The DiagnosƟc and StaƟsƟcal Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5), which 
mental health professionals use to diagnose mental health condiƟons, includes diagnosƟc criteria 
for: 

alcohol-induced bipolar disorder 

alcohol-induced psychoƟc disorder 

alcohol-induced sleep disorder 

alcohol-induced depressive disorder 

alcohol-induced anxiety disorder 



 
With these condiƟons, you’ll only noƟce symptoms during alcohol intoxicaƟon or withdrawal. These 
symptoms typically improve quickly when alcohol use stops. 

 

Dependence 

Some people who drink eventually develop a tolerance to alcohol. As a result, they eventually need 
to drink more to noƟce the same effects they once did. 

 

Drinking alcohol on a regular basis can also lead to dependence, which means your body and brain 
have grown used to alcohol’s effects. 

 

When you stop drinking, you might noƟce a range of physical, emoƟonal, or mental health symptoms 
that ease as soon as you have a drink. 

 

Tolerance and dependence can both happen as symptoms of alcohol use disorder, a mental health 
condiƟon previously referred to as alcoholism, that happens when your body becomes dependent on 
alcohol. This condiƟon can be mild, moderate, or severe, depending on the number of symptoms you 
have. 

 

Key symptoms may include: 

cravings 

withdrawal 

drinking more over Ɵme 

having difficulty stopping aŌer one drink 

inability to stop drinking when you try 

conƟnuing to drink alcohol even when it has a negaƟve impact on your health or daily life 

spending a lot of Ɵme on acƟviƟes related to alcohol use 

Learn more about the signs of alcohol use disorder. 

 

Alcohol withdrawal 

Alcohol withdrawal can be difficult and, in some cases, life threatening. Depending on how oŌen you 
drink and how much, you may need support from a healthcare professional if you want to stop 
drinking. 

 



 
It’s always best to connect with your doctor before quiƫng alcohol. The “cold turkey” approach 
might not always be safe. 

 

Symptoms of alcohol withdrawal include: 

anxiety 

nervousness 

nausea 

tremors 

high blood pressure 

irregular heartbeat 

heavy sweaƟng 

Seizures, hallucinaƟons, and delirium may occur in severe cases of withdrawal. 

 

Medical detoxificaƟon can help you stop drinking safely. Your doctor may recommend treatment at a 
clinic or at home, depending on your risk for withdrawal symptoms. 

 

Risk factors for alcohol use disorder 

Certain factors may increase your chances of experiencing alcohol use disorder. 

Some of these include: 

heavy drinking 

binge drinking 

ongoing stress 

having peers or family members who drink a lot of alcohol 

having genes that affect your sensiƟvity to alcohol 

having anxiety, depression, schizophrenia, or another mental health condiƟon 

having a close relaƟve, especially a parent, with the condiƟon 

Finding treatment for alcohol use disorder 

Thinking about cuƫng back on alcohol or quiƫng drinking completely? 

 

You have plenty of opƟons for support and treatment: 

 



 
free recovery support groups, like Alcoholics Anonymous or SMART Recovery 

online recovery plaƞorms, like Tempest 

therapy to help address reasons for drinking and learn helpful coping skills 

medical treatment to address symptoms of alcohol use disorder and any related health concerns 

medicaƟons that can help reduce cravings 

Excessive drinking may affect your menstrual cycle and potenƟally increase your risk for inferƟlity. 


