
The past 14 months of Covid-19 health-related restrictions have definitely presented 
challenges to the Wisconsin Vintners Association, but we dedicated amateur winemakers—and 
wine drinkers—are hopefully soon going to meet again in-person. In preparation for this much-
anticipated event, the WVA Board of Directors thought that it would be worthwhile for our 
members to briefly review the psychological and physiological terrain that we all have traveled 
over the past year to hopefully glean some insights that might guide us as we move forward as an 
organization dedicated to the making and enjoyment of wine.  

Wine As a Stress Reliever 

As wine drinkers, we know how wine is not only pleasurable due to its aroma and taste, 
but also because of the physiological and neurological effect it can have on us. Wine—and more 
specifically, alcohol—can “soothe our nerves” when we’ve had a stressful day. When we’re 
feeling inundated by various life stressors, consuming alcohol has the effect of slowing neural 
acBvity in our amygdala, the brain area that controls the body’s “fight or flight” response to real 
or imagined stress. The result is that our heart rate decreases, as does our blood pressure, and 
our awareness of the stressors that 
triggered our “fight or flight” response in 
the first place subsides. Ahh, such a 
relaxing feeling….  

During the past year I’m sure all of 
us have on occasion relied on our 
homemade wine to relieve Covid-related 
stressors; in most instances, this is all well 
and good. Unfortunately, if drinking to 
reduce stress becomes a habit, there is a 
dramaBc diminishing of neurological 
returns. Over Bme, alcohol’s dampening 
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effects on the amygdala decrease, and instead, this brain region becomes hyperacBve in 
between bouts of drinking, requiring higher levels of alcohol consumpBon to achieve the same 
soothing effects. Now we’ve got an alcohol problem. Because the WVA is a social organizaBon 
dedicated to educaBng its members about winemaking and wine appreciaBon, it is also our 
collecBve responsibility to keep up-to-date on the potenBal health risks related to wine 
consumpBon, especially as we prepare to socially re-emerge from a global pandemic.   

What Impact Has Covid-19 Had On Drinking Habits? 

Over the past two decades scienBsts have found a consistent troubling consequence of 
those who experience disasters, such as the 9/11 terrorist aVacks, the 2003 SARS outbreak, and 
the 2005 Hurricane Katrina; namely, an increase in alcohol abuse. Yet it wasn’t unBl this past 
year that researchers had the opportunity to study the impact on drinking behavior of a 
catastrophe that lasted as long, was as global, and created such sustained social isolaBon as the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Nor did those earlier events also iniBate widespread changes in the 
availability of alcohol through takeout and delivery, as has occurred during the Covid-19 
pandemic. 

In December 2020, researchers from Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health 
and the University of Maryland reported the results of a survey they conducted last May 
indicaBng that 60 percent of adult respondents were drinking more compared with before 
Covid-19, and only 13 percent were drinking less. More than 45 percent of parBcipants said 
their reasons for drinking included increased stress. A more recent survey conducted in 
February 2021 by the American Psychological AssociaBon found that nearly one in four US 
adults reported drinking more to manage pandemic stress. That trend is alarming because other 
studies find that people who drink to cope with stress—as opposed to doing so for pleasure—
have a higher risk of developing an alcohol-use disorder, which is the inability to stop or control 
drinking even when it causes harm.  

Ways To Moderate Excess Drinking For BeHer Health 

The economic and psychological impact of the past year has undermined the physical 
health of Americans, ranging from widespread weight gain to disrupBons in sleep. Hospitals 
around the country have reported an increase in admissions for hepaBBs, cirrhosis, liver failure 
and other forms of alcohol-related diseases. Faced with these negaBve consequences of excess 
drinking, many people have found novel ways to cut back on their drinking, and I’d like to review 
three of those strategies here.  

Try Precommitment. Although you may think that will power is sufficient to moderate 
your drinking, numerous studies indicate that a goal to “drink moderately” is much more likely 
to succeed if you make a plan every Sunday to limit your drinking to a specific amount each day 
of the week and sBck to it. This is a tacBc known as precommitment, and the logic behind it is 
that you increase your chance of success by commigng to a plan and restricBng your ability to 
backtrack later on. You can also use precommitment to lose weight and exercise, by deciding 
not to keep junk food in your house and encouraging yourself to exercise by scheduling a 
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workout with a friend. 
Find Social Support. Talk to your romanBc partner, a friend or a family member about 

your plan to drink less and ask them to hold you accountable and help you find healthier ways 
to manage your stress. Make a plan to go for a walk with them, exercise with them, or do 
something else to unwind at the end of the day. 

Slow Down/Change Your RouOne. Set 
up rules to slow your drinking, such as 
the simple rule that each glass of wine 
has to last at least one hour. Another 
useful rule is to alternate every glass of 
wine with a glass of water. You can also 
simply subsBtute a non-alcoholic drink 
for that glass of wine that you normally 
have at a certain Bme of the day. You 
don’t need to stop drinking wine 
enBrely, but these rules and changes in 
your rouBne can substanBally lower the 
amount of alcohol that you consume 
daily. 
             In following any or all of these 
three strategies you can enhance your 

success rate by also uBlizing some low-cost apps, such as Cutback Coach, which helps people 
track their alcohol intake and set goals and reminders so they can develop healthier drinking 
habits (hVps://cutbackcoach.com). Using this app, a person can make a plan for how much she/
he will drink each week.  

One Last Word 

The aim of this arBcle is not to shame any of us as winemakers and wine drinkers, but to 
simply remind all of us that we have an obligaBon to responsibly enjoy our homemade wine; 
which brings me to my final point. Because WVA monthly meeBngs involve the tasBng and 
sharing of homemade wine, and because these meeBngs require members to drive in a motor 
vehicle to their homes once the meeBngs are concluded, it would be useful for all of us to 
refresh our memories regarding the basic fact that alcohol’s negaBve impact on our behavior 
begins at relaBvely low levels of consumpBon. As noted in Table 1 (see page 4), even at a blood 
alcohol level of .05%—which is below the level of legal intoxicaBon—brain areas that control 
judgment and inhibiBons are impaired, making it more likely that the person will be less alert 
and act impulsively. This impairment of judgment partly explains why alcohol is the leading 
cause of highway deaths in the general populaBon. I myself have wondered on a few occasions 
whether I have overindulged at some of our social gatherings, and I’m guessing that I am not 
alone in this regard. Our WVA gatherings have always been fesBve affairs, with great 
camaraderie and fellowship, aided by the responsible enjoyment of our homemade wines. Let’s 
conBnue that healthy tradiBon as we reconvene as a group. Salute! 
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Obtaining social support to reduce alcohol consumption can be 
a very effective strategy in getting back on track health wise.  

https://cutbackcoach.com


*In milligrams of alcohol per 100 milliliters of blood. 

Table 1 Blood Alcohol Levels and 
Their Behavioral Effects

Blood Alcohol Level* Behavioral Effects

.05% Lowered alertness, impaired judgment, release of 
inhibitions

.10% Slowed reaction time, impaired motor function, less 
caution

.15% Large, consistent increases in reaction time

.20% Marked depression in sensory and motor capability

.25% Severe motor disturbance, impairment of sensory 
perceptions

.30% In a stupor but still conscious, no comprehension of 
surrounding events

.35% Surgical anesthesia, minimal level to cause death

.40% Lethal dose for half of all adults
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