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Proper hydration is essential to your survival. Your body needs to 

consume a significant amount of water each day to function properly. This 

is because you constantly excrete water through sweat and urination, so 

your body needs to replenish the lost fluids. 

You won’t live long without consuming a healthy amount of water. It’s only 

possible to survive without water for a matter of days. You may be 

susceptible to the effects of dehydration even sooner, depending on 

certain factors. 

Individual time period Bodily response Food intake

Side effects and risks Takeaway

How long?
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Dehydration is the medical term for not having enough water in your body 

to function properly. Your body needs a certain amount of water on a 

daily basis to maintain health. This is because water makes up 60 percent

of your bodyweight. In children, water makes up to 75 percent  of their 

bodyweight.

You can’t survive without water for very long, but the exact amount of 

time you can live without water varies. This is because certain factors 

contribute to your body’s use of water, including your:

environmental conditions

activity level

age

health

weight

sex

food intake

These factors contribute to the way your body uses water. For example, in 

a hot climate, your body will sweat more, leading to more water 

consumption. Your body will be losing water more rapidly if you have a 

fever, are vomiting, or have diarrhea. You’ll also use more water if you’re 

exercising. 

Additionally, some foods you eat will have more water in them than 

others. Water consumption also includes other beverages like herbal tea 

and juice. However, some beverages can contribute to dehydration, such 

as ones that contain caffeine or alcohol. 

One study in Archiv Fur Kriminologie  concluded that you can’t survive 

more than 8 to 21 days  without food and water. People on their 

Why the time period varies
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deathbed who are using very little energy may live only a few days or a 

few weeks without food and water.

Water is much more essential to your body than food. People who 

engage in hunger strikes without food but with access to water can live a 

few months or longer. One article in the British Medical Journal 

recommends that those engaging in a hunger strike drink 1.5 liters of 

water a day to maintain fluid levels in the body. The article also 

recommends adding a half teaspoon of salt to the water per day to 

replace sodium lost through sweating.

Because water intake is so critical to health, the Institute of Medicine of 

the National Academies recommends that women get 91 ounces of water 

per day and men get 125 ounces per day through both beverages and 

foods. This average recommended intake is for people who are healthy, 

not particularly active, and living in a moderate climate.

Your body is highly attuned to the amount of water you consume. You 

likely get enough water in your body based on your sensation of thirst. If 

you drink when you’re thirsty, you’re likely getting enough water in your 

body on a daily basis.

Without enough water, systems in your body will change. Your cells will 

shrink without enough water. Your brain will signal your body to urinate 

less. This will occur through your kidneys. They rely on an adequate water 

intake to function properly. 

Without enough water, the kidneys use more energy and wear on tissue. 

Your kidneys need to function adequately to flush out waste from your 

blood. Eventually, your kidneys will cease to function without adequate 

water intake. Other organs in your body may also cease to function 

without water. 

What happens to your body if you don’t drink 
water?
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A lack of water will also impact other bodily functions. Without adequate 

water intake: 

Your body temperature won’t stay regulated.

Your electrolytes will be unbalanced.

Your joints may not work properly.

Your brain may swell. 

Your blood pressure may increase or decrease.

You don’t just get hydration from water and other beverages alone. Food 

consumption contributes to 20 percent of your total water intake per day. 

Some people may get even more water from their food if they eat a 

significant amount of fruits and vegetables, which contain a high amount 

of water. People in countries like Greece and South Korea  include many 

more of these foods in their daily diets, resulting in more water intake 

through foods.

Fruits and vegetables with the highest amount of water include:

cantaloupe 

ADVERTISEMENT

Does food intake affect this?
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strawberries

watermelon

lettuce

cabbage

celery

Other foods that contain a high amount of water include:

yogurt

cottage cheese

pasta

shrimp

salmon

chicken breast

Consuming foods high in water will help prevent dehydration. However, 

food alone isn’t likely to provide an adequate amount of water to sustain 

you in the long term.

Some of the side effects and risks of dehydration include:

a lack of energy

tiredness

injury, like heat cramps or heatstroke

brain swelling

seizures

hypovolemic shock

kidney or other organ failure

death

Side effects and risks of restricted water intake
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You must be careful with your fluid intake if you become dehydrated. The 
appropriate method of rehydration will vary from person to person. 

Adults may just need to drink water to rehydrate. Small children may 
require a drink that includes sodium in addition to water to replenish the 
body appropriately. Children may need to take this solution in very small 
amounts at first. 

If you’re severely dehydrated, intravenous administration of water and salt 
may be necessary.

Maintaining an adequate amount of water in your body is vitally important 
to your life. Without water, you’ll only be able to survive a matter of days. 

Generally, your thirst will guide you when it comes to how much water 
you should drink. Keep in mind that exercise, hot temperatures, and 
illness can contribute to an increased intake of water to stay healthy. 
Contact your doctor if you suspect dehydration.
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READ THIS NEXT

How Much Water Should I Drink Each Day?
Medically reviewed by Daniel Murrell, MD  

We’ve always been told we should drink eight 8-ounce glasses of water 
each day to stay healthy. But how much water you should actually drink is 
more…

READ MORE
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How to Recognize and Treat a Dehydration 
Headache

Medically reviewed by University of Illinois  

Here's what you need to know about dehydration headaches, including 
symptoms, remedies, and tips for prevention. 

READ MORE

ADVERTISEMENT

v





z



SUBSCRIBE

Page 8 of 13How Long Can You Live Without Water? Effects of Dehydration

3/10/2020https://www.healthline.com/health/food-nutrition/how-long-can-you-live-without-water

Visited on 03/10/2020



How to Recognize Dehydration in Toddlers
Medically reviewed by  
Laura Marusinec, MD 

Your toddler may not always communicate how thirsty they are, but 
parents should learn to recognize dehydration. Here are the signs and 
symptoms. 

READ MORE

What to Expect from Intravenous Rehydration
Medically reviewed by  
Carissa Stephens, RN, CCRN, CPN 

Intravenous (IV) rehydration is a procedure used to treat moderate to 
severe cases of dehydration. Learn what this procedure involves.
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READ MORE

How to Recognize Severe Dehydration and 
What to Do

Medically reviewed by  
Debra Rose Wilson, PhD, MSN, RN, IBCLC, AHN-BC, CHT  

We go over what severe dehydration looks like for adults, children, and 
when you're pregnant. If you're feeling thirsty, you may already be 
dehydrated.

READ MORE

Are You Dehydrated? Our Pee Color Chart Will 
Tell You 

Medically reviewed by  
Carissa Stephens, RN, CCRN, CPN 

Since hydration supports loads of bodily functions - affecting everything 
from mental cognition to sex performance - it's worth paying attention to…

READ MORE
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How Can You Tell If You’re Dehydrated?
Medically reviewed by J. Keith Fisher, MD  

It can be tough to drink enough water throughout the day, but 
dehydration can have consequences. We'll tell you how to tell if you're 
dehydrated…

READ MORE

Hypertonic Dehydration: What You Need to 
Know

Medically reviewed by  
Nancy Moyer, MD 

Hypertonic dehydration occurs when there is an imbalance of water and 
salt in your body, with too much salt and not enough water. It's most 
common in…

READ MORE

Bulimia Nervosa
Medically  
reviewed by Timothy J. Legg, PhD, CRNP 

Bulimia nervosa is a potentially life-threatening eating disorder. Read 
about the symptoms and treatment options.
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