
OMOMOOMOO ALCOHOL-FREE LIVING

It’s Friday night, it’s been a big week, the kids 
are nagging, dinner’s yet to be cooked and 
there’s a mountain of washing waiting to be 
done. To take the edge off, you reach for the 

red, pour yourself a glass and savour that first sip, 
allowing a sense of calm to wash over you, before 
carrying on with the daily grind.

For many women, ‘wine o’clock’ is a sacred 
ritual. Some days it’s a glass while cooking; on 
other days it’s half a bottle over dinner. But it’s 
something that’s never given a second thought, 
because everyone does it. 

And it’s true that curling up on the sofa with 
a vino, or a generous G&T, is a common pastime 
for Australian women and something we barely 
bat an eyelid at. But with sobering new statistics 
on alcohol consumption, and a growing range of 
alternative options available, now could be the 
time to rethink that drink and get curious.

A DISTURBING NEW NORM
Australian women at midlife are now more likely 
than any other age group to consume alcohol at 
high-risk levels and consider it normal, as long 
as they “appear respectable and in control”, 
according to new research by Edith Cowan 
University in Western Australia.

The same study found that Australian women, 
in contrast to Danish women, admitted to using 
alcohol regularly to remedy stress, shrugging it 
off as “just needing a drink after a bad day”. (The 
Danish participants said it was “unacceptable”.) 

Furthermore, midlife women are also drinking 
more alcohol than any other age group – more 
than two glasses of wine a day, according to the 
Queensland University of Technology. 

At the same time, the guidelines around 
safe drinking levels have changed in the past 
12 months. New alcohol recommendations  • 

A growing number of women are saying no to wine o’clock 
and hello to better fitness, greater clarity and a fatter wallet.

BY SAM BAILEY

A new way forward? 

SOBER 
CURIOUS

 The older you 
are, the longer 
alcohol stays 
in your liver 
before it is 

metabolised 
– increasing 
your risk of 

liver damage.

Fast
fact
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suggest there is no safe or no-risk level when it 
comes to drinking, with research linking 5000 
breast cancer cases a year to long-term drinking. 
So, why the uptake?

A WAY TO UN-WINE-D 
Faye Lawrence, 46, a national marketing 
communications manager in Queensland, admits 
that alcohol was the only way to cope with 
adulthood that she knew how. 

“I had alcoholism in my family and never had 
any healthy coping mechanisms modelled to me,”  
she explains. “I just remember being young and 
noticing the way drinking turned my head off for 
a moment, so as I got into my 40s, I knew nothing 
other than drinking to take stress away.”

As it turns out, drinking to cope is now the 
number one cause for the rise of alcohol use in 
midlife women, according to the University of 
Western Sydney (UWS).

Looking at the drinking habits of nearly 1000 
women aged 35-59, over seven years, researchers 
discovered that, while all were highly functional, 
career and motherhood oriented, they tended 
to have limited coping abilities. And for those 
with anxiety or depression, alcohol consumption 
actually triggered their symptoms.

Mags Sheridan, 48, a recovery coach in Sydney, 
says it became a “self-prescribed medication” 
when she began caring for her dying father. 

“I told myself I deserved a break from the stress 
and that everyone around me was doing the same, 
so it couldn’t be that bad for me,” she recalls.

While for Samantha Brett, 44, an executive 
assistant, it was the reward. “I was a single mum 
working a tough job with no support,” she says. “I 
told myself I deserved to unwind and feel better.”
 

LOOKING TO SHAKE OFF 
THE BOOZY LIFESTYLE? 
FAYE SHARES HER TIPS

Change your thinking
“I flipped my mindset and instead 
of focusing on what I was losing, 
I got curious and thought, ‘What 
am I gaining from this experience?’ 
Quite quickly, I noticed a lot!”

Play it forward
“Thinking ahead helps. I would ask 
myself, ‘If I have this wine, how will 
it end up?’ I knew if I had a glass, I’d 
want half a bottle and, before I knew 
it, have ‘x’ bottles under the belt and 
not know how I got home.”

Learn to handle emotions
“The hardest thing was learning to 
sit with emotions and anxiety. Yin 
yoga has been amazing, along with 
getting out in nature. Now when I’m 
struggling, I ask, ‘In the scheme of 
things, does this matter?’”

Honour your decisions
“I remind myself that I always have 
a choice. I can go and have a drink if 
I want to, it’s still up to me, but I get 
to decide how my life goes and know 
I’m choosing not to.”

Take time for reflection
“There’s a perception you have to 
wait until you hit rock bottom. But the 
question I always ask is, ‘Am I the best 
version of myself or the person I want 
to be when I’m drinking?’” 

Own your story
“Vulnerability is critical to liking 
yourself. It takes guts to own your 
choices and say, ‘This is who I am.’ 
And when you do, people often 
say, ‘Wow, that’s such a brave 
thing you’ve done.’”  •

From life of the party to teetotaller, Faye 
Lawrence founded Untoxicated, a sober 
community with more than 5000 members. 
She shares her story and advice for others.

“I was always high functioning – raising 
children, holding down a job, 
paying a mortgage and studying 

psychology, so I convinced myself it 
wasn’t a problem. 

I would go through stages saying, 
‘I’ll only have two glasses’ or ‘I just 
won’t drink on certain days,’ but then 
I’d end up in a spiral of guilt, which 
went on for 20 years because I kept 
telling myself, ‘Everyone does it, it’s 
normal.’ It was only when I began 
working from home, my children left 
the nest and I had a relationship 
breakdown that I tipped over the 
edge and sought help.

At first it was terrifying, I was always 
the ‘life of the party’ and the ‘mum 
with wine on the deck,’ so I didn’t 
know how to operate in the world. 
Now, sobriety is the best gift I’ve ever 
given myself. I have self-respect, these 
wonderful things called boundaries, 
greater clarity and I now feel I’m the 
person I’m meant to be.

I always thought I was the rebellious 
one – drinking and partying – but if you 
think about it, everyone drinks, so it’s 
actually more rebellious not to!” 

sober lane
Life in the
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For more info, see untoxicated.com.au
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Soften
These alcohol-free options 
provide the same great 
taste, minus the hangover.

NOT-SO-HAPPY HOUR
There’s no doubt that what we observe from friends 
and family does have a role to play in our alcohol 
consumption. Sydney-based writer Claire Doble, 
42, explains: “My friends were big drinkers, so it felt 
normal. I liked the way it quelled my boredom and 
even how being drunk let me share opinions at the 
pub. But, over time, there ended up being too many 
occasions where I cringed at what I was doing.”

Chasing the buzz is a big part of the attraction of 
drinking, but figures from a Foundation for Alcohol 
Research and Education (FARE) survey now show 
nearly half of Australians consume alcohol to ‘get 
drunk’, which is something that can quickly become 
a slippery slope, as Mags found.

“I started checking if the pantry was stocked, 
noting bottle shop hours and becoming frustrated 
when friends wouldn’t keep up [with my drinking],” 
she says. “It was only when I began to feel suicidal 
that I realised I had to make getting sober a 
full-time job. I then learnt cognitive behavioural 
therapy tools via the SMART Recovery Australia 
program and found sober friends.”

A CLEAR ROAD AHEAD
Transitioning to a sober lifestyle was the best thing 
Samantha ever did. “I suddenly saw life through 
a new lens,” she says. “I used to be a fitness fanatic 
who ate healthily then binged a bottle a night and 
hated myself. Now I can say, ‘You’re a good person, 
your behaviour aligns with your values’... and the 
self-loathing has disappeared. It’s been liberating.”

Research shows that, aside from waking up fresh-
faced, cutting out alcohol also improves sleep, slims 
the waistline, brightens the mood, protects heart 
health and will help your hip pocket!

And, like Samantha, women who go on to live 
flourishing, alcohol-free lives tend to feel more true 
to themselves and make decisions that prioritise 
their values, according to the UWS.

For women who are feeling their nightly vino has 
become more buzzkill than buzz, perhaps consider 
getting curious. As Ruby Warrington, author of 
Sober Curious, puts it: “It’s the next logical step in 
the wellness revolution.”

So, why not join the rebellion against alcohol and 
seek the same sober high?  
Is drinking becoming a problem, or are you just 
struggling to cope? Visit smartrecoveryaustralia.
com.au or call Lifeline on 13 11 14.

It was only when I 
began to feel suicidal 
that I realised I had 

to make getting 
sober a full-time job.

Mags Sheridan

up
WHITE CHOICE 
This refreshing 
chardy pairs well 
with chicken.  
Lindemans 
Semillon, $10.99, 
danmurphys.
com.au 

Seedlip is so 
popular it's 
now stocked in 
more than 20 
countries and 
250 top-tier 
restaurants!

IN THE SPIRIT
Enjoy this nutty-
flavoured spirit  
sweet or sour – 

just add bitters or 
ice-cream. Lyre’s 
Amaretti, $44.99,  

lyres.com.au 

BEER BUDDY  
A thirst-quenching 
brew that’s 0.0 per 
cent alcohol!  
Heineken 0.0 beer,  
$13 (for six-pack), 
bws.com.au 

THAT’S THE TONIC 
Pastel-inspired gin with primrose and 
citrus blossom notes. The Duchess 
Virgin G&T Floral Pink, $10.99 (for 
four-pack), danmurphys.com.au

LEAF DROP
Think hand-picked 

herbs fresh from the 
founder’s garden. 

Seedlip Garden 108, 
$50, bws.com.au

OUTCIDER PICK 
Guilt-free cider made 
with three types of 
apples. Bilpin Cider, 
$17.99 (for six-pack), 
bws.com.au 

DISTIL MY HEART 
Keep cool with 
this calming 
lavender- 
infused spirit.  
Fluère Distilled 
Spirit, $49.99,  
danmurphys. 
       com.au
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