
 

  
 
 

2014 Alcohol Report 

Question and Answer 

1. What is the alcohol report? 

Cancer Risk Factors in Ontario: Alcohol presents the prevalence and distribution of alcohol 
consumption in Ontario, and examines alcohol consumption from a cancer perspective, including 
estimates of the numbers and proportion of alcohol-associated cancers in the Ontario population. 

2. Why did Cancer Care Ontario produce the alcohol report? 

This report is part of a series that supports Cancer Care Ontario’s (CCO) commitment  to reducing 
chronic disease through prevention measures. 

The intent of this report is to complement and supplement other reports on alcohol consumption in 
Ontario and serve as a resource for public health and health professionals, policy-makers and 
planners involved in both cancer control and alcohol control in the province. 

3. What do the findings mean? 

Because alcohol consumption is an avoidable risk factor for several cancers, the findings of this report 
show that a substantial number of cancers diagnosed in Ontario, as many as 3,000 annually, could be 
prevented by reducing alcohol consumption in the population. 

4. What will the findings be used for? 
The intent of this report is to complement and supplement other reports on alcohol consumption in 
Ontario and serve as a resource for public health and health professionals, policy-makers and 
planners involved in both cancer control and alcohol control in the province. 

5. What are the most important findings? 

• Up to 3,000 new cases of cancer diagnosed in Ontario during 2010 can be attributed to alcohol 
consumption (equivalent to about four per cent of all new cancer cases). 

• Historically, the prevalence of drinking an excess of cancer prevention recommendations has 
been higher in males, however in 2012, 9.1 per cent of males and 8.6 per cent of females 
reported exceeding the recommendations. 

• Both drinking in excess of cancer prevention recommendations and the median number of 
alcoholic drinks consumed were significantly higher among adults living in rural than in urban 
areas.  

6. What should the average person do with the results of this report? 
Many people are unaware of the relation between alcohol consumption and cancer and are therefore 
unaware of the increased risks associated with drinking.  This report can help arm people with the 
information they need to make healthy choices when it comes to alcohol consumption, one of the risk 
factors for cancer that is open to an individual’s control.  



 
 
 

7. How does alcohol consumption affect cancer risks? 

Drinking in excess of the daily cancer prevention recommendations can increase your risk of cancer. 

Alcohol consumption has been linked to oral cancers as well as cancers of the esophagus, larynx, and 
liver, and colorectal and breast cancer. 

Alcohol may increase cancer risk in several ways, including: 

• The products formed when your body breaks down alcohol, such as ethanol, may be 
carcinogenic and able to damage human DNA 

• alcohol may act as a solvent that allows other cancer-causing substances to penetrate cells 
more easily and cause genetic damage 

• alcohol increases the production of estrogen, which can increase the risk of some cancers, 
such as breast 

• the diets of people who are heavy alcohol drinkers may be lacking essential nutrients, which 
may make body tissues more susceptible to developing cancer 

8. Why aren’t more people aware of the connection between drinking and cancer? 

For many years there has been a large amount of information available to the public regarding the 
cancer risks associated with smoking.  There has been information available to the public regarding 
other health risks related to drinking, including cardiovascular disease and other illness affecting the 
liver.   

But there has been very little information provided on the link between alcohol consumption and 
cancer. This is one reason why survey data shows that only a third of Canadians are aware that they 
can lower their risk of cancer by reducing their alcohol consumption. 

9. Isn’t there evidence to show that moderate alcohol consumption can have some health 
benefits? 

Yes, there is evidence that suggests moderate alcohol consumption can have some benefits for 
cardiovascular health, however there is no clear safe limit of alcohol consumption when it comes to 
cancer risk. 

10. Are there any groups that exceed the alcohol consumption recommendations more than 
others? 

For 2010–2012 combined, the prevalence of drinking in excess of the cancer prevention 
recommendations was significantly higher among adults living in rural areas compared with urban 
areas.  Prevalence is also higher among the highest income group than in all lower income groups and 
among Canadian-born adults compared with immigrants who have been in Canada for more than 10 
years.  

An increase in prevalence of drinking more than the recommended guidelines among those with higher 
incomes is consistent with studies in Europe and the U.S. that showed those with higher incomes can 
afford to purchase larger volumes of alcohol than those with lower incomes. Other differences, such as 
choice of leisure activities, may also be contributing factors. 

11. What areas of Ontario have a higher percentage of people drinking more than the cancer 
prevention recommendations? 

 



 
 
 

Within Ontario there is significant regional variation in the prevalence of drinking in excess of the 
cancer prevention recommendations, with the lowest rates in the Greater Toronto Area (except for the 
Toronto Central LHIN) and the highest in parts of Central, Eastern, Southwestern, and Northern 
Ontario. 

12. Explain the alcohol consumption recommendations for cancer prevention. 

For the basis of the report, CCO used alcohol consumption recommendations developed by the World 
Cancer Research Fund/American Institute for Cancer Research (WCRF/AICR) to measure drinking 
levels.  The recommended levels are specific to cancer prevention. 

The WCRF/AICR recommends that if alcoholic drinks are consumed, the number of drinks should be 
limited to no more than two drinks per day for men and one drink per day for women.  

The WCRF/AICR does not specify a weekly limit. 

13. What does CCO recommend for reducing alcohol consumption? Should the government be 
doing something? 

In 2012, CCO partnered with Public Health Ontario to produce a report titled Taking Action to Prevent 
Chronic Disease: Recommendations for a Healthier Ontario. This report includes four population-level 
recommendations for preventing chronic disease in Ontario that are specific to alcohol consumption: 

• Maintain and reinforce socially responsible pricing (minimum pricing at or above consumer 
price index, price disincentives for higher alcohol content beverages). 

• Ensure effective controls on alcohol availability (no increase in hours of sale, no increase in 
outlet density, no further privatization). 

• Strengthen targeted controls on alcohol marketing and promotion. 
• Increase access to brief alcohol counselling interventions. 

 

 

 


