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Introduction
The alcohol exchange group is not regularly used in the Food Exchange System, a TOPS-rec-

ommended meal plan, but that doesn’t mean the occasional drink can’t be included as part of a 
healthy and balanced lifestyle. And because alcohol is often a part of celebrations, holidays and 
get-togethers with friends and family, it’s important to know how to track alcohol if you do 
choose to have a drink. 

(Show members page 70 of the Real Life guide or have them turn to that page if they have 
their own book.)

The Real Life guide offers exchanges for some alcoholic drinks—but since there is no recom-
mended number of alcohol exchanges, how are you supposed to count a drink? According to 
Dena McDowell, registered dietitian and nutrition expert for TOPS, the calories per gram in alco-
hol are closest in amount to fat calories per gram. You should count alcoholic beverages as fat 
servings when using the Food Exchange System. 

Understanding the 
Alcohol Exchange

Learn It. Live It.
A program for use at chapter meetings

Materials
•  a copy of Real Life:  

The Hands-on Pounds- 
off Guide

•  copies of this program  
for each member who 
would like one

Preparation
Please keep in mind that   
alcohol may be a sensitive 
topic for some people and 
no member is obligated to 
participate in a program if 
they do not feel it is in their 
interest to do so. Invite 
members who do not wish 
to address alcohol to offer 
other healthy holiday tips.
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 Sip Counts



 1 12-oz.  1 fat 1 starch 
 beer exchange exchange

AL
IN

AY
UD

IN
A/

IS
TO

CK
 (B

EE
R 

BO
TT

LE
)  

   
IL

LU
SA

RT
/IS

TO
CK

 (W
OM

AN
)  

   

Most alcoholic drinks end up totaling one to 
two fat exchanges. Beer and cocktails made 
with juice or soda count as both fat exchanges 
and carbohydrate* exchanges. You can learn 
more about the Food Exchange System in chap-
ter 2 of Real Life. 

 

The Power of Planning Ahead
We can enjoy an occasional drink during the 

holidays, but how do we stay on track? Having 
a game plan will help us stay prepared, no mat-
ter what the holiday celebrations bring!

(Spend 10–15 minutes having a few volun-
teers share their responses to some of the 
following questions. Discuss the “Strategies 
for Parties and Special Events” on pages 
94–95 of Real Life if you’d like.)

•  Which part of the holidays do you find most 
challenging when it comes to sticking to your 
plan: the high-calorie foods and drinks, the 
guests around you or something else? 

•  How do you manage these challenges? Don’t 
be afraid to share the good, the bad and the 
ugly. Recognizing how you’ve handled a situa-
tion poorly or greatly can help you better navi-
gate a similar situation in the future. 

•  What strategies work well for you when plan-
ning for holidays or other celebrations? 

•  What are your favorite lighter holiday appetiz-
ers or “mocktails” (nonalcoholic cocktails)?

*When tracking your exchanges, you may count any choice labeled “carbohydrate” as a starch for simplicity’s sake.

The information presented is educational and may not suit an individual’s particular health situation. Always check with 
a licensed healthcare professional before including alcohol in your lifestyle plan.

Follow-Up
Now that you’ve given some thought to 

planning ahead for enjoying an alcoholic drink, 
how will you change your eating plan to account 
for the extra carbs? As mentioned before, alco-
hol can fit in with a balanced meal plan, as long 
as those who drink do so in moderation. Dis-
cuss as a chapter how members will adjust their 
meal plans if they want to enjoy a drink at their 
next social event or family get-together.=

=

+

+
“Does alcohol  
affect my 
metabolism?”
 

Drinking alcohol 
definitely alters your 
metabolism, Dena Mc-
Dowell, RD, says. Your 
body is unable to con-
vert alcohol into energy 
the same way it does 
protein and carbohy-
drates, especially when 
all three enter the equa-
tion, like at a party with 
food and spirits. While 
your liver is busy me-
tabolizing alcohol, it 
cannot also process  
carbohydrates and pro-
tein. As a result, your 
metabolism may slow, 
which can cause you to 
gain weight. 

CHAPTER & MEMBER RESOURCES            QN-052 ©2018 TOPS CLUB INC.  TOPS NEWS • NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2018   SP9


