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Key Messages

※  There has been suf f ic ient  evidence in  humans that  a lcoho l  causes cancer .  

The r isk  of  cancer  s tar ts  to  increase even wi th  low leve ls  o f  a lcoho l con-

sumpt ion.  The h igher the leve l  of  a lcohol  consumpt ion,  the greater  the r isk  

of  a lcoho l-associated cancers.

※  The Popula t ion Heal th  Survey 2020-22 conducted by the Department  of  

Health (DH) showed that 15.7% of local persons aged 15 or above responded 

“don ’t know” to the statement “alcohol consumption can cause cancer” and 

another 11.2% disagreed with this statement. The survey also revealed that 

8.7% of them drank alcohol regularly (i.e. drink at least once a week). 

※  Alcohol  cessat ion can reverse some a lcoho l- re la ted carc inogenic mecha-

n isms (such as decrease deoxyr ibonucle ic  ac id  (DNA) damage).  Dr inkers  are 

urged to  recognise the cancer  r isks and o ther  harms assoc ia ted wi th  a lcoho l 

consumpt ion and apprec ia te  the hea l th  benef i ts  of  reduc ing or  even s topp ing 

a lcoho l  consumpt ion.  

※  To prevent  hea l th  prob lems re la ted to  a lcoho l  dr ink ing,  the DH has produced 

too lk i t s  inc lud ing  a  se l f -he lp  book le t  fo r  d r inkers  to  change  the i r  d r ink ing  

hab i t s  fo r  be t te r  hea l th .  To  access  the  se l f -he lp  book le t  and  o ther  hea l th  

educa t iona l  mate r ia l s  per ta in ing  to  a lcoho l  and  hea l th ,  p lease  v is i t  the  

Change fo r  Hea l th  webs i te  o f  the  DH a t  www.change4hea l th .gov .hk /en /

a lcoho l_aware / index .h tm l .

https://www.change4health.gov.hk/en/alcohol_aware/index.html
http://www.chp.gov.hk/
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Sober ing Facts about  Alcohol  and 

Cancer   

    

 

Alcohol  is  a  Group 1 carc inogen (cancer -causing substance),  meaning that  the 

Wor ld  Heal th Organizat ion (W HO) ’s In ternat iona l  Agency for  Research on 

Cancer has conf i rmed that  there has been suf f ic ient  evidence in  humans that  

a lcohol  causes cancer
1,  2

.  In  2020, an est imated 741 300 (568 700 for males;  

172 600 for  females)  new cases of  cancer were a t t r ibutab le  to  a lcohol  dr ink ing 

global ly
3
.   

         

 

 

However,  pub l ic  awareness of  

the l ink between a lcohol  con-

sumpt ion and cancer across the 

wor ld  was genera l ly low
4 -6

.  For  

example,  in  the Uni ted States,  

many people  d id  not  know how 

a lcohol ic  beverages af fected 

cancer r isk
6
.  Some perce ived 

a lcohol  dr ink ing had no ef fect  

on cancer r isk  or  even fa lse ly 

be l ieved that  a lcohol ic  beverag-

es,  especia l ly wine,  lowered 

cancer r isk
6
.   

 

In  Hong Kong,  in the Popula t ion 

Heal th  Survey 2020 -22 conduct -

ed by the Department  of  Heal th 

(DH),  15.7% of  persons aged 

15 or  above responded “don ’ t  

know ”  to  the s ta tement  “Alcohol 

consumpt ion can cause cancer ”  

and another  11.2% d isagreed 

wi th  th is  s ta tement
7
.   
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Alcohol  Dr ink ing  and Cancer  Risks  

●  There  is  s t rong evidence that  a lcohol  dr ink ing increases  the r isk  of  

some types  of  cancers ,  i n c l u d i n g  c an c er s  o f  t h e  o r a l  c av i t y  (m o u t h ) ,  

pharynx ( throat ) ,  la rynx (vo ice box) ,  oesophagus,  l ive r ,  co lorectum,  and fe-

male  breast
1,  8

.  In  2020,  an est imated 189  700 new oesophageal  cancer cas-

es,  156  600 new co lorecta l  cancer cases,  154  700 new l i ver  cancer cases 

and 98  300 new female breast  cancer cases across the globe were a t t r ibuta-

b le  to  a lcoho l  dr ink ing (F igure  1)
3
.  Of  note ,  evidence is  accumulat ing that  

heavy a lcoho l  consumpt ion is  a lso assoc ia ted wi th  increased r isk  of  o ther 

cancers (such as prosta te cancer ,  s tomach cancer  and pancreat ic  cancer)
8 -10

.  
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Figure 1:  Alcohol - re lated cancers (global  number  of  new cases at tr ibutable  to 

a lcohol  dr inking in 2020 )   
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●  Al l  t ypes  of  a lcohol ic  beverages  ( inc lud ing beer,  wine,  r ice  wine  and 

l iquor)  can increase the risk of cancer and there  is  no safe  leve l  of  a lcoho l 

dr ink ing –  the  r isk  of  cancer  s tar ts  to  increase even wi th  low leve ls  of  

a lcohol  consumpt ion
11

.   

          

 

●  A comprehensive systemat ic  review and meta-analys is
12

,  wh ich invest igated 

the assoc ia t ions between d i f fe rent  leve ls  o f  a lcoho l  consumpt ion and r isk  of  

severa l  cancer  types,  revea led a dose- response re lat ionsh ip  ( i .e .  the higher 

the  leve l  of  a lcohol  consumption,  the  greater  the  r isk  of  a lcohol-

associa ted cancers ) .   

●  Light  dr ink ing (0 .01–12.4 grams 

per day)  was s ign i f icant ly asso -

c ia ted wi th  h igher r isks o f  

oesophageal ,  co lorecta l  and fe-

male breast  cancers
12

.   

        

●  For l ight  to moderate  dr ink ing 

(12.5–24.9 grams per day) ,  in -

creased r isks were a lso evident 

for  these three cancers,  as wel l  

as laryngeal  cancer
12

.   

●  As the leve l  of  a lcohol  consump-

t ion increased to heavy dr ink ing 

(50.0  grams or  more per  day) ,  

i t  was found to cont r ibute  to 

the r isk  o f  more cancer types,  in -

c lud ing s tomach cancer,  l iver  

cancer,  pancreat ic  cancer and 

prostate cancer
12

.   

        

        

 

●  A 10 -year prospect ive s tudy o f  0 .5  mi l l ion adul ts  in  Main land China a lso 

showed that  male current  regu lar  dr inkers  had increased r isks of  a lcoho l-

assoc ia ted cancer deve lopment ,  includ ing cancers o f  the mouth and throat ,  

oesophagus,  l iver  and co lorectum. The s tudy a lso ind icated that  certain 

dr ink ing pat terns  (e .g .  dr ink ing da i ly or  dr ink ing w i thout  meals )  would 

fur ther  exacerbate  the  r isks
13

.   
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How Alcohol Acts on the Body and Causes Cancer   

As shown in  F igure 2 ,  a lcohol  increases the r isk  of  cancer deve lopment  v ia  a 

number of  p laus ib le  b io logica l  mechanisms.  

Figure 2: Plausible biological mechanisms of alcohol drinking on increased cancer 

risk  

●  Alcohol ic  beverages conta in  e thanol .  W hen ingested,  e thanol  is  metabol ised 

in  the l iver  and oxid ised in to  aceta ldehyde (a  h igh ly toxic  metabo l i te )  wh ich 

can cause i r revers ib le  damages to deoxyr ibonucle ic  ac id  (DNA) and give r ise 

to  cancer
9,  10

.  

 

●  Alcohol  can act  as a  so lvent ,  enhancing the penet ra t ion of  externa l  carc ino-

gens ( in  par t icu lar  tobacco smoke) and in i t ia t ing cancer  deve lopment
9,  10,  14

.  

For  ora l  cancer ,  pharyngeal  cancer ,  la ryngeal  cancer  or  oesophageal  cancer ,  

the r isks assoc iated wi th  us ing both  a lcoho l  and tobacco are  mul t ip l ica-  

t ive
15 -17.

 

         

 

●  Alcohol  can modula te  the body ’s immune responses to  inh ib i t  cancer deve l -

opment ,  such as suppress ing immune ce l ls  to  recognise and dest roy poten-

t ia l ly  cancerous ce l ls
10

.  
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●  Chron ic  a lcoho l  consumpt ion can lead to  nut r ient  def ic ienc ies by impair ing 

the body ’s ab i l i t y to  break down and absorb essent ia l  nut r ients  ( in  par t icular 

fo la te ,  caro teno ids and o ther  v i tamins that  normal ly p lay a  ro le  in  pro tect ing 

aga inst  cancer) ,  making body t issues more vu lnerab le  to cancer  deve lop-

ment  and progression
9,  10,  14

.  

 

●  Too much a lcoho l  can add ext ra  ca lor ies to  the d ie t ,  wh ich can cont r ibute  to 

weight  ga in  in  some people
18

.  Be ing overwe ight  or  obese is  known to in-

crease the r isk  of  many cancers ( inc lud ing cancers o f  the mouth,  pharynx,  

la rynx,  oesophagus,  s tomach,  pancreas,  l iver ,  co lorectum,  breast  in  post -

menopausa l  women and prosta te)
18,  19

.  

 

●  Chron ic  a lcoho l  consumpt ion can lead to  th inn ing of  the mucous membranes 

of  the upper  aerod igest ive  t ract  and gast ro in test ina l  t ract ,  a l lowing carc ino-

gens to  pass through,  penet ra te  and damage the under ly ing t issues more 

eas i ly
14

.  

 

●  Heavy or  pro longed a lcoho l dr ink ing promotes the deve lopment of  l iver 

c i r rhos is  ( in f lammat ion and scarr ing) ,  a  cond i t ion  known to  increase the r isk  

of  deve lop ing l iver  cancer
10,  14

.  

          

 

●  Chron ic  and excess ive a lcoho l  consumpt ion would  cause gut  microb iome 

dysb ios is  ( i .e .  upset t ing the ba lance of  bacter ia l  colon ies in  the gut )  and 

weaken gut  barr ie r  funct ion,  increasing the r isk  of  co lorecta l  cancer
9,  10

.  

 

●  Alcohol  can increase c i rcu la t ing oest rogen leve l ,  wh ich is  an estab l ished 

r isk  factor  for  breast  cancer
9, 10,  14

.  
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Patter ns of  Alcohol  Consumpt ion  among the 

Local  Populat ion  

        

 

 

 

 

 

Alcohol  Dr ink ing Habit

◆  Among persons aged 15 or  above,  the PHS 2020-22
7
 showed that  15.3% 

(18.3% for  males;  12 .6% for  females)  drank a lcohol  occasional ly and 8.7% 

(14.1% for  males;  4 .0% for  females)  drank regular ly.  The proport ions of  occa-

s iona l  and regu lar  dr inkers  were re la t ive ly h igher  among young and midd le-

aged adu l ts  (F igure  3) .   

Figure 3: Alcohol drinking habit among persons aged 15 or above in the 12 months 

preceding the survey by age group 

             

 
 

        

          

 

 

  

12.7%

20.7% 19.8% 17.3%
13.4% 12.3%

6.6% 3.7%

15.3%

3.8%

8.4% 10.8%
11.1%

10.4%
7.7%

4.9%

2.1%

8.7%

15-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75-84 85 OR ABOVE OVERALL

Drink alcohol regularly (i.e. drink at least once a week) Drink alcohol occasionally (i.e. drink three days or less a month)

                                                                Age group                                                       

Binge Dr ink ing

◆  Binge dr ink ing (a lso  known as ‘heavy ep isod ic  dr ink ing ’ )  is  def ined as dr ink-

ing a t  least  5 cans of  beers,  5 g lasses of  tab le  wine or  5  pegs of  sp i r i ts  

on a  s ingle  occas ion.  The PHS 2020-22 revealed that  2 .0% (3.3% for  males;  

0 .8% for  females)  o f  persons aged 15 or  above repor ted b inge dr ink ing 

a t  least  once per  month in  the 12 months preced ing the survey
7
.   

Types and Amount of  A lcohol  Consumed
 

◆  Among persons who had drunk a lcoho l ic  beverages in  the 12 months preced-

ing the survey,  most  persons drank beer  (69.3%),  fo l lowed by tab le  wines 

(47.1%) and sp i r i ts  (11.4%).  The average amount  of  a lcoho l  consumed by the 

dr inkers  in  a  typ ica l  dr ink ing day for  beer ,  tab le  wines and sp i r i ts  was 3 .4 ,  

2 .9 ,  and 3 .9 a lcoho l  un i ts (each un i t  is  equ iva lent  to 10 grams of  pure a lco-

ho l ) ,  respect ive ly
7
.  
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Reduct ion  or  Cessat ion of  Alcohol  Consumpt ion  

to  Reduce Cancer  Risk   
 

●  When i t  comes to cancer  r isks,  no amount of  a lcoho l  consumpt ion is safe 

and thus it is best not to drink at a ll .   

 

●  A review and eva luat ion of  the ava i lab le  evidence on reduct ion or  cessat ion 

of  a lcoho l  consumpt ion and cancer  r isk  shows that  alcohol cessation can 

reverse  some a lcohol- re la ted carc inogenic  mechanisms (s u c h  as  l ead -

ing to  a  rap id  decrease and e l im inat ion of  a lcoho l- re la ted aceta ldehyde in 

the upper  aerod igest ive  t ract  and co lon;  decrease in  DNA damage;  reversa l  

of  a lcoho l- re la ted increased intest ina l  permeabi l i ty and microb ia l  t ransloca-

t ion)
20

.  There is  suf f ic ient  evidence that  qu i t t ing a lcohol  —  or even dr ink ing 

less —  reduces cancer r isks o f  ora l  cavi ty and oesophagus
20

.   

         

 

●  The DH urges dr inkers  to take a look a t  the i r  own dr ink ing hab i ts  by us ing 

the e lect ron ic a lcoho l  screen ing and br ief  in tervent ion too l  (e-SBI) ,  recog-

nise the cancer  r isks and o ther  harms associa ted wi th  a lcohol  consumpt ion 

and apprec ia te the hea l th benef i ts of  reduc ing or even s topp ing a lcoho l con-

sumpt ion.   

 

 

  

 

(access ib le at  www.change4hea l th.gov.hk /en/a lcohol_aware/ques t ionna ire / index.htm l)

https://www.change4health.gov.hk/en/alcohol_aware/index.html
https://www.change4health.gov.hk/en/alcohol_aware/questionnaire/index.html
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●  To prevent  hea l th prob lems re la ted to  a lcoho l  dr ink ing,  the DH has produced 

too lk i ts  inc lud ing a  se l f -help  bookle t  for  dr inkers to change the i r  dr ink ing 

hab i ts for  bet ter  hea l th .  To access the se l f-help  bookle t  and other  hea l th 

educat iona l  mater ia ls  per ta in ing to  a lcoho l  and hea l th ,  p lease vis i t  the 

Change for  Heal th  websi te  of  the DH at  www.change4heal th .gov.hk/en/

a lcoho l_aware/ index.h tml.   

        

 

 

http://www.change4health.gov.hk/en/alcohol_aware/index.html
https://www.change4health.gov.hk/filemanager/common/pdf/presentation_material/DP809923_Department_of_Health_Self-help_Booklet_ver_8_(without_campaign_logo)_(W3C2A).pdf
https://www.change4health.gov.hk/filemanager/common/pdf/presentation_material/DP809923_Department_of_Health_Self-help_Booklet_ver_8_(without_campaign_logo)_(W3C2A).pdf


Page  10 

Non-Communicable Diseases Watch   December 2024  

●  The DH has launched a two -  

year  P i lo t  A lcoho l  Cessat ion 

Counse l l ing Serv ice (P i lo t  

Programme) since Apri l  2024 

by subvent ing the Tung W ah 

Group of  Hosp i ta ls  (TW GHs) 

to  provide f ree counse l l ing 

service  for  Hong Kong res i -

dents  ident i f ied  to have prob

-able alcohol dependence, 

def ined by scor ing 20 or  

above a t  the A lcoho l  Use 

Disorders Ident i f ica t ion Test  

(AUDIT) .                     

●  El ig ib le  persons who are  

in terested to jo in the P i lo t  

Prgramme can cal l  the en-

quiry hot l ine of  the TWGHs 

or v is i t  the i r  websi te (as 

shown on the poster)  for 

more deta i ls  on enro lment 

method and service  cent re . 

The P i lo t  Programme a lso accepts medica l  and soc ia l  service  un i ts  in  the 

communi ty to  refer  cases in  need to the counse l l ing service . 

 

 

 

●  The DH wi l l  cont inue to  work wi th  o ther  government bureaux and depar t -

ments,  profess iona l  assoc ia t ions as wel l  as communi ty par tners to  enhance 

publ ic  educat ion,  bu i ld  pub l ic  awareness on the hea l th ef fects  of  a lcoho l and 

promote ear ly ident i f icat ion of  at- r isk  dr inkers for  in tervent ion to  reduce a l -

coho l- re la ted harm.  
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【CHP launches Instagram of f ic ia l  account】

The Centre for  Heal th  Protect ion (CHP) has launched i ts  of f ic ia l  Instagram 

account to  d isseminate publ ic  hea l th in format ion and heal th  t ips.  

Fo l low us now! !

  

  

http://www.instagram.com/centreforhealthprotection
https://www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/causes-prevention/risk/alcohol/alcohol-fact-sheet
https://www.dietandcancerreport.org
https://www.who.int/europe/publications/m/item/factsheet-5-facts-about-alcohol-and-cancer
https://www.educalcool.qc.ca/en/
https://www.cancer.org/cancer/risk-prevention/diet-physical-activity/alcohol-use-and-cancer.html
https://www.dietandcancerreport.org
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 News In  Br ief  

Walking Together in Healthy Bay Area –  “Celebrat ing the 75th Nat ional  

Day 10 000 Steps a Day Chal lenge 2024” Kick -of f  Ceremony  
 

The Hea l th  Bureau and the De -  

par tment  of  Heal th he ld  the  

“Celebra t ing  the  75
t h

 Nat iona l  Day 

10 000 s teps  a  Day W alk ing Cha l-

lenge 2024”  Kick -of f  Ceremony on 

1 November  to promote  the  hea l th  

benef i ts  of  walk ing.  On the occa-

s ion of  the 75
t h

 ann iversary of  the  

fund ing of  the  People ’s Republ ic  of  

China,  Hong Kong for  the f i rs t  t ime 

par tnered wi th  the Greater  Bay Ar-

ea Main land c i t ies  to jo int ly organ-

ise  wa lk ing  act iv i t ies  a t  the  same 

t ime under  the common theme of  

"Walk ing Together  in  Hea l thy Bay 

Area" to mark  the celebrat ion.                                                                                                                                                                                                          
 

The W alk ing Chal lenge was held in  

November  2024.  In addi t ion  to indi-

v idua l  W alk ing Cha l lenge,  i t  a lso  

inc luded a W orkplace Organisat ion  

Walk ing Cha l lenge,  a im ing to ra ise  

publ ic  awareness of  the phys ica l  

and menta l  heal th  benef i ts  of  

walk ing ,  encourage f r iends and col-

leagues  to suppor t  each other  and  

wa lk  10 000 s teps da i l y.  Adu l ts  are  

recommended to gradua l ly increase 

the ir  da i l y s tep goa l  to 10  000 

based on an indiv idual ’s own phy -

s ica l  cond i t ion,  ab i l i t ies ,  pace and 

c i rcumstances .  Any amount  of  

wa lk ing  is  be t ter  than s i t t ing,  even  

i f  the goa l  cannot  be  reached ye t .  

For  more   deta i ls  about  the W alk -

ing Chal lenge in  Hong Kong,  

p lease v is i t  the  event  webs i te

(www.10000stepsaday.hk /en) .  

          

  

Photo — The Secretary for Health, Professor LO Chung -mau (fourth left); the Under Sec-
retary for Health, Dr Libby LEE (second left); the Director of Health, Dr Ronald LAM ( fourth 
right); the Controller of the Centre for Health Protection of the Department of Health, 
Dr Edwin TSUI (second right), and other officiating guests at the Kick -off Ceremony. 

Photo — The Secretary for Health, Professor LO Chung -mau (third left); the Under Secre-
tary for Health, Dr Libby LEE ( first left); the Director of Health, Dr Ronald LAM ( third right)); 
the Controller of the Centre for Health Protection of the Department of Health, Dr Edwin 
TSUI (first right), and other guests at the finishing line after walking 1 949 steps.  
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