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Averting problems with alcohol 

Alcohol can give great pleasure. We use it to mark celebrations and it can 

help us enjoy the company of friends. It can oil the wheels of communication 

or dampen down fears and sorrows. To enjoy these benefits alcohol must be 

drunk in moderation because alcohol has dangerous, addictive, and 

depressant effects, just like a drug. In large quantities, or when not carefully 

controlled, it can destroy life. The passage from pleasure to destruction is so 

insidious that a person can have been dependent on alcohol for years before 

realizing that there is even a problem.  

 

The purposes of this web section are to help you to drink alcohol with safety 

and pleasure, and to give guidelines if you have a problem. The section is in 

four parts: 

1. The dangers of alcohol – to health and the dangers of addiction. 

2. How to assess your drinking of alcohol. 

3. How to reduce the amount you drink. 

4. How to overcome addiction. 

At the end of the section we give further web resources and list some of the 

sections of Manage your Mind (Managing your Mind) that can be of further 

help.  

 

Part 1: The dangers of alcohol 

The dangers of alcohol to health 

Medical students are taught always to think of the possibility of alcohol as a 

cause of a patient’s health problems. This is because alcohol can cause a 

very wide number of problems. The following box summarizes some of the 
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more common medical problems caused by excessive alcohol intake. There is 

also evidence of some health benefit in drinking moderate amounts of alcohol, 

specifically a reduction in cardiovascular disease (see: 

http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/nutritionsource/alcohol-full-story/). However this 

benefit can be achieved without the health risks of alcohol through moderate 

exercise. If you don’t smoke, if you take moderate exercise and are not obese 

the extra health benefits of moderate drinking will be very small. 

Some of the physical dangers of alcohol 

♦ Irritation of the stomach, leading to bleeding and stomach ulcers 

♦ Liver damage, leading to liver failure or dangerous internal bleeding 

♦ Brain damage, leading to very poor memory 

♦ Heart failure 

♦ Various cancers 

♦ High blood pressure 

♦ Impotence 

♦ Poor sleep 

♦ Peripheral nerve damage 

♦ Pancreatitis 

♦ Diabetes 

♦ Anaemia 

♦ Injury from falls and poor driving 

 

http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/nutritionsource/alcohol-full-story/)
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Alcohol is also a common cause of problems in daily living because it 

affects your mind, your feelings, your actions, and the workings of your body, 

as shown in the next box. As you read through this box, it may be helpful ask 

yourself whether any of these problems have happened to you as a result of 

drinking. You might like to add any other problems you have noticed. 

Common problems caused by alcohol 

Effects on your mind 

Poor concentration 

Forgetfulness 

Permanent, severe damage to memory following very heavy drinking 

Slow reaction times 

Muddled thinking 

Effects on your feelings 

Unhappiness and apathy 

Depression 

Frustration 

Irritability 

Hostility 

Hopelessness 

Despair 

Effects on your behaviour 

Disagreements and arguments 
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Difficulty doing your work, inside or outside the home 

Carelessness, leading to more frequent accidents or mistakes 

Difficulty getting up and going to work 

Secretive behaviors, and suspicious behaviors 

Telling lies, to yourself as well as to others 

Effects on your body 

Loss of appetite 

Feeling thirsty for some hours afterwards 

Disturbed sleep in the later part of the night, having initially slept quite well. 

Loss of interest in sex and inability to get sexually aroused (this is a problem 

for both men and women) 

Headaches 

Nausea (and vomiting) 

Reduced motor coordination; clumsiness 

Blurred vision 

Dizziness 

Feeling shaky or wobbly 

 

The dangers of dependence on alcohol 

Dependence on alcohol has two aspects: physical dependence and 

psychological dependence. 



Butler, Grey & Hope: Manage Your Mind, 3e 

Additional Material for Chapter 33 

5 

© Oxford University Press, 2018. All rights reserved. 

The key point about physical dependence is that if you stop drinking 

you may experience physical withdrawal. This is a potentially dangerous 

condition which usually starts from a few hours to a few days after the last 

drink. Medical help is needed to avoid the dangers. The first signs of 

withdrawal are “the shakes,” followed by a feeling of acute anxiety, 

restlessness and nausea. As the withdrawal progresses, there may be 

vomiting, stomach cramps, diarrhoea, and disorientation (not knowing the 

time or place where one is); hallucinations (either seeing things or hearing 

voices which are not really there); and delirium tremens (the DTs), in which 

the person feels completely terrified with vivid hallucinations and marked 

shaking. Occasionally, if not treated under proper medical supervision, 

withdrawal can lead to seizures, coma, and death. There is no absolute rule 

about who will experience withdrawal symptoms, but it generally takes several 

years of heavy drinking. If you get “the shakes” in the morning, needing a 

drink to steady you, then you are physically dependent—the shakes are the 

beginning of the withdrawal. If this happens, then you should seek medical 

help (See below). Your drinking is likely to seriously damage your health, but 

it is also dangerous to cease drinking without medical supervision because 

this could precipitate a full-blown withdrawal. 

 

Seeking urgent medical help 

Seek urgent medical help if, within hours or days of your last alcoholic drink 

you experience any of the following symptoms of acute withdrawal: 

 Extreme agitation 

 Confusion 

 Disorientation 

 Hallucinations 

 Severe vomiting 
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 Fever 

 Fits/Seizures/Convulsions 

 

The key point about psychological dependence is that alcohol comes to 

feel as if it is essential. You need it, and rely on it, and feel bad without it even 

if you do not suffer the effects of physical withdrawal when you do not have a 

drink. Many people who are psychologically dependent drink as a way of 

coping with problems, and they may do this because they cannot find, or do 

not know, a more effective way of managing them. Alcohol, which is a 

depressant drug, can dull psychological as well as physical pain. 

 

Although psychological dependence on alcohol can start at any stage of life, 

people are especially vulnerable at moments of stress and difficulty—for 

example, when coping with a baby who cries a lot at night; when feeling 

anxious or lonely in a new place; when stressed or overworked; when the 

children have left home; following bereavement; when life seems empty; when 

facing apparently insoluble housing, financial, or employment problems. 

People who spend a lot of time with other people who drink heavily, and to 

whom having a good time means having a lot to drink, are also vulnerable to 

dependence. 

 

People who have seen their families, friends, or colleagues use alcohol to 

help them cope with problems may also be more at risk than others of 

becoming psychologically dependent. They have first hand evidence that this 

is an acceptable way of behaving in the short term, and they may not have 

learned many other ways of behaving that are likely to be more effective—as 

well as being a lot less dangerous—in the long term. 
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Both physical and psychological dependence are dangerous and are likely to 

cause, not solve, serious problems. Heavy drinkers are three times more 

likely than others to die in a car crash and six times more likely to commit 

suicide. They frequently have problems at work sufficient to disrupt their 

careers and are often troubled by unhappy relationships. The number of 

arguments and fights they have with their families and close friends is 

enormously increased. Chapter 28 Feeling angry and keeping calm describes 

the links between problems in relationships and  anger, both of which are 

exacerbated by heavy use of alcohol.  

 

Part 2: Assessing your drinking 

The assessment tree 

There are three questions to ask yourself, which can be illustrated as shown 

in the tree diagram.  

 

1. Are you dependent on alcohol? If you are, then the dependence needs 

to be tackled whether it is physical or psychological. If you are not 

dependent, 

2. Are you drinking too much alcohol? Even if you are not dependent, you 

could be drinking enough to cause you serious health problems in the 

future. If you are not drinking excessive amounts. 

3. Is your drinking pattern potentially dangerous? Some patterns of 

drinking are likely to lead to problems with alcohol even if you are 

neither dependent nor drinking excessive amounts. 
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Assessment tree for deciding whether your drinking could be 

problematic 

Dependent Not	dependent

Excessive Not	excessive

Problem	pattern Not	problem	pattern

 

 

Question 1. Are you dependent on alcohol? 

If you are dependent on alcohol, you may find it difficult to be honest about 

your drinking, even with yourself. You may, at some level, have a sense that 

all is not well with your drinking but resist confronting yourself with exactly 

what this sense of unease is about. If so, you have a great deal to gain from 

being straight with yourself. You may not want to be honest with anyone else, 

but if you are fooling yourself, you are certainly on a dangerous path. 

 

The questions in the box below, if answered carefully and honestly, will help 

you to assess whether you are dependent on alcohol. If you cannot be honest 

with yourself, then you probably do have a problem with alcohol. 
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If you have answered yes to four or more of these questions, you are probably 

dependent on alcohol. Even a single answer of yes indicates that it will be 

useful to think carefully about the level of your control over drinking and the 

harm it might be storing up for you. 

 

The dependence questionnaire 

Answer yes or no to each of the following questions: 

 Does one drink tend not to satisfy you? 

 Do you almost prefer to drink alone? 

 Do you tend to have a drink at night to help you sleep? 

 Do you tend to drink in such a way that others are not aware of how 

much you drink? 

 When expecting to drink, would you have something you do not 

normally like, if that was all that was available? 

 Would it feel strange to leave your glass half empty? 

 Do you have an absolute rule not to drink before a certain time of day? 

 Do you often drink significantly more than you intend? 

 Have you committed two or more driving offenses? 

 Have you ever lost a job because of drinking? 

 Has anyone else ever been seriously concerned about your drinking? 

 Are you worried about your drinking? 

Source: Adapted from B. Colcough, Tomorrow Will Be Different (London: 
Viking, 1993). 
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Question 2. Are you drinking too much alcohol? 

Even if you are not dependent on alcohol, you may be drinking an excessive 

amount: that is, an amount that will cause problems for you in the future if it 

continues. In the long run this might cause you serious health problems, and it 

will also increase the chance that you will become dependent (physically and 

psychologically) on alcohol. 

How much alcohol is safe? 

The simple answer is that any amount of alcohol could cause a 

problem. The risk of several types of cancer increases roughly in proportion to 

how much alcohol is drunk, so the less you drink the lower the risks. For 

example the risk of bowel cancer increases by 9% for every two units of 

alcohol drunk, on a regular basis, per day  

(http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/causes-of-cancer/alcohol-

and-cancer). One drink might cause someone to fall, or crash the car, and a 

single binge on alcohol could cause dangerous bleeding from the stomach.  

The current guidelines from the UK Department of Health   

(http://www.nhs.uk/change4life/Pages/alcohol-lower-risk-guidelines-

units.aspx) advise that neither men nor women should regularly drink more 

than 14 units a week and that for those who drink as much as 14 units a week 

it is best to spread this over at least three days since binge drinking is more 

dangerous for the same overall alcohol intake than drinking smaller quantities 

at a time (see the table below for how to count units). US guidelines for ‘low 

risk drinking’ are slightly different (http://rethinkingdrinking.niaaa.nih.gov/How-

much-is-too-much/Is-your-drinking-pattern-risky/Whats-Low-Risk-

Drinking.aspx). Men aged less than 65 years are advised to drink no more 

than 14 ‘standard drinks’ a week and no more than 4 drinks on any one day. 

http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/causes-of-cancer/alcohol-and-cancer
http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/causes-of-cancer/alcohol-and-cancer
http://www.nhs.uk/change4life/Pages/alcohol-lower-risk-guidelines-units.aspx)
http://www.nhs.uk/change4life/Pages/alcohol-lower-risk-guidelines-units.aspx)
http://rethinkingdrinking.niaaa.nih.gov/How-much-is-too-much/Is-your-drinking-pattern-risky/Whats-Low-Risk-Drinking.aspx)
http://rethinkingdrinking.niaaa.nih.gov/How-much-is-too-much/Is-your-drinking-pattern-risky/Whats-Low-Risk-Drinking.aspx)
http://rethinkingdrinking.niaaa.nih.gov/How-much-is-too-much/Is-your-drinking-pattern-risky/Whats-Low-Risk-Drinking.aspx)
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For men aged 65 years or over, and for all women, the advice is to drink no 

more than 7 standard drinks a week and no more than 3 drinks on any one 

day. A US ‘standard drink’ is equivalent to about 1.75 UK units, so the US 

guidance is more stringent than the UK guidance for women but less stringent 

for men aged under 65 years. This variation reflects in part the lack of 

precision in the evidence and in part the variation in the balance of risks and 

benefits for different people. The ‘bottom line’ is that from the point of view of 

physical health the less alcohol the better but that physical health risks are 

low if consumption is no more that an average of about 1.75 units (a US 

‘standard drink’) a day, and binge drinking (more than 7 units on one day) is 

avoided. 

How much are you drinking? 

The standard way in the UK of measuring how much alcohol you drink is in 

terms of units per week. One unit represents about 8 grams of pure alcohol. 

One US standard drink is 14 grams of pure alcohol. Thus there are 1.75 UK 

units in a US standard drink. The following box gives the unit equivalents of 

various drinks. 

 

Number of alcohol units in various drinks 

See: http://www.nhs.uk/change4life/Pages/alcohol-lower-risk-guidelines-

units.aspx.  

To convert to US standard drinks divide number of units by 1.75, or see: 

http://rethinkingdrinking.niaaa.nih.gov/How-much-is-too-much/Is-your-

drinking-pattern-risky/Whats-Low-Risk-Drinking.aspx 

 One pint of beer 

(many bottled beers are much stronger) 

2.3 units 

 One standard glass (175 mls) of wine 2.3 units 

http://www.nhs.uk/change4life/Pages/alcohol-lower-risk-guidelines-units.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/change4life/Pages/alcohol-lower-risk-guidelines-units.aspx
http://rethinkingdrinking.niaaa.nih.gov/How-much-is-too-much/Is-your-drinking-pattern-risky/Whats-Low-Risk-Drinking.aspx
http://rethinkingdrinking.niaaa.nih.gov/How-much-is-too-much/Is-your-drinking-pattern-risky/Whats-Low-Risk-Drinking.aspx
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 One bottle table wine 10 units 

 One bottle of sherry 12 units 

 One measure (25 mls) of spirits (whisky, gin, vodka) 1 unit 

 One double measure 2 units 

 One bottle of spirits 30 units 

Note: Drinks poured at home are nearly always larger than standard 

measures. 

 

A drinking diary 

The best way to work out how much alcohol you drink is to keep a drinking 

diary either on paper or electronically. In order to calculate your intake, you 

need to write down every single drink you have (including “refills”), giving the 

type of drink and the quantity. Work out the number of units (or standard 

drinks) using the information in the box. It is important to fill in the diary very 

close to the time you drink, and if you have several drinks in an evening, you 

should make a note of each one. Trying to guess how much you had later that 

night or in the morning is not likely to be accurate. If you want to keep the 

diary private, you might be able to go off to the lavatory to fill it in, or you might 

be able to find another way of keeping a tally—for example, by putting one 

coin, or match, or bit of paper in whichever pocket you have empty for each 

unit of alcohol you drink. Remember that the same size drink (the same 

amount of alcohol) looks smaller in a bigger glass. This easily leads to under-

estimates of the number of units consumed.  

 

A drinking diary can also be used to find out about the cues that affect your 

drinking, such as where you were, who you were with and what else you were 



Butler, Grey & Hope: Manage Your Mind, 3e 

Additional Material for Chapter 33 

13 

© Oxford University Press, 2018. All rights reserved. 

doing at the time. This is very helpful if you want to cut down. In order to keep 

a full drinking diary, write down the headings as shown in the following 

example, and fill the diary in whenever you drink, or it will inevitably be 

inaccurate. 

 

Example of a drinking diary   

Questions Answers  

 6:00 P.M. 8:30 P.M. 

Where? Home Home 

With whom? Alone With Ben 

What? Sherry after work Wine 

How much? 2 large glasses 2 glasses 

Units? 3 2 

With food? No Yes 

Why? Tired and strained Usually do 

 

You are now in a position to answer the question about whether you are 

drinking too much – see the UK and US guidelines above. The message is 

that if you drink almost every day, or if you binge drink on one or two days a 

week, you do not need to drink very much for it to add up to more than the 

recommended amount. If you are drinking more than these guidelines your 

long-term health might be at risk. You may want to decide to cut down. 
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Question 3. Is your drinking pattern potentially dangerous? 

Even if you are drinking less, at the moment, than the recommended 

maximum, your pattern of drinking may be potentially dangerous because it 

may lead to serious problems in the future. There are two danger signs to look 

out for. The first is turning to alcohol when you are stressed, when you feel as 

though you must have a drink. The danger is that the more stressed you 

become, the more you will drink, and the more dependent you will become. It 

will be best to try to break the habit now, before it becomes deeply 

entrenched, by dealing with the stress instead (see chapter 22 Stress: 

balancing life’s demands). The second danger sign is if you are getting into 

a habit of drinking unthinkingly, on a regular basis. If someone at age 20 

drinks one vodka every evening when getting home from work, there is a 

danger that this will creep up to two vodkas, because once the habit has been 

established, most people become tolerant to alcohol and need more to 

achieve the same effect. This will gradually extend until the quantity drunk is 

likely to do physical harm in the long run. Of course, many people regularly 

enjoy one or two drinks a day for most of their lives. You may not increase 

your intake into the danger zone, but it is wise to be on the lookout. In order to 

be able to enjoy the pleasure that alcohol can give, it is important to know that 

there is always potential danger, and to keep your drinking level within the 

guidelines. 

Part 3: Reducing the amount you drink 

Four guides to changing your drinking pattern 

If you are concerned that you might be at risk because of the pattern of your 

drinking, our advice is summarised in the following four points. 

1 Break any regular patterns, like having a drink every day after work. 

Find out how it feels to have at least one alcohol-free day each week. 
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2 Keep below the recommended maximum, using a drinking diary to 

assess accurately how much you really are having. It cannot be 

emphasized too much how easy it is to underestimate how much you 

drink. 

3 Do not use alcohol as a “crutch” when you have other problems, such 

as feeling depressed, stressed, lonely, or anxious. There are other 

solutions to these problems. Drinking may dull your feelings about them 

in the short term but in the long term it only compounds them. 

4 Learn to say no when you are offered a drink. It is easy to start drinking 

too much if you often go to social gatherings in which alcohol is not 

only freely available but almost pushed upon you. Fortunately, it is now 

socially acceptable to refuse an alcoholic drink. But whether it is 

socially acceptable or not, we each have the right to say no if we want 

to (see also Chapter 17: Assertiveness). If you find it difficult to refuse a 

drink, then practice doing so until you are making the decisions that 

you want to make. 

The eight steps of habit change 

The physical harm that alcohol can cause depends on the amount you drink, 

not on whether you are dependent. The more you drink, above the 

recommended maximum, the more likely you are to suffer one or more of the 

physical dangers of alcohol. If you are not dependent, cutting down will not be 

too difficult. It will be like breaking any other habit (see Chapter 33: Breaking 

habits and overcoming addictions). Here we show how the eight steps 

described in Chapter 33 can be adapted for cutting down the amount you 

drink. 

 

Step 1: Decide to change. As with changing any habit, the most important 

step is the first: getting it clear in your mind that you want to change. Unless 
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you really want to cut down, you will not succeed in doing so. Start by thinking 

about what is good about drinking for you. What do you gain from it? Take 

time to think about this, and ask yourself whether you really benefit as you 

hoped you might (for example, in peace of mind, a good night’s sleep, a 

feeling of friendship, feeling less distressed, better communication). If you do, 

then before cutting down, think about how else you could get these benefits. 

Ask yourself how other people get them, and read other chapters in Mangage 

your Mind (Managing your Mind) that deal with the things that concern you. 

 

Go on to think about what makes you want to cut down. What problems does 

drinking cause for you? Or for others around you? Look through the list of 

Common problems caused by alcohol. Think about a whole range of 

problems like putting on weight, sleeping badly, sexual difficulties, hangovers, 

arguments, poor concentration, worry, loss of trust or self-respect, the 

expense, and so on. Think about problems that it might cause as well as 

problems that it already has caused. Alert yourself to as many risks as you 

can. 

 

Now you are in a position to weigh up the balance between the two lists and 

to decide whether you really want to cut down. It can be very helpful to talk to 

someone else at this stage, since many of the advantages of drinking are 

immediate and relatively easy to remember, while the disadvantages are often 

delayed and not so easy to keep in mind. If you make a positive decision to 

cut down, summarize your reasons for doing so. Keep your summary and 

read it frequently while you are changing your drinking habits.  

(See also: http://www.helpguide.org/articles/addiction/alcohol-addiction-

treatment-and-self-help.htm) for an example of completing a table of the pros 

and cons of continuing to drink as you are and of cutting down on how much 

you drink). 

http://www.helpguide.org/articles/addiction/alcohol-addiction-treatment-and-self-help.htm)
http://www.helpguide.org/articles/addiction/alcohol-addiction-treatment-and-self-help.htm)
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Step 2: Use awareness training. Assess your current drinking carefully 

before you make any changes. Keep a detailed drinking diary for at least a 

week (maybe two), even though your pattern of drinking may be regular. 

Remember to take account of refills and the size of the drink especially if 

poured at home. Examine your diary to see if there are any times or situations 

when you tend to drink more than you want—or risky situations for you. These 

are the times, places and people which act as cues (see steps 3 and 4). The 

diary will also help you to think about what rewards you get from drinking 

alcohol. With what problems does it seem to help? What does it seem to 

enable you to do that you would find difficult without alcohol? What 

enjoyments does it give? 

 

Step 3: Plan your strategy. If you are dependent on alcohol either physically 

or psychologically you are unlikely to be able to drink in a controlled way. It 

will be best to stop completely (see section below: Overcoming dependence 

on alcohol). If you are physically dependent seek medical help in planning 

your strategy. The acute effects of withdrawal can be dangerous. Even if you 

are not physically dependent your doctor may be able to help you plan your 

strategy and put you in contact with organisations that can help. Specify your 

goals (for an example see: http://www.helpguide.org/articles/addiction/alcohol-

addiction-treatment-and-self-help.htm). Plan your week ahead in detail and if 

your goal is to drink in a controlled way decide exactly how much you are 

going to drink and when. If you are uncertain what you will be doing, then 

make out a simple plan for yourself, like drinking on only three days a week, 

and drinking not more than four units on any one day. Think about the role 

that alcohol plays in your life – the problems that it seems to help with and the 

pleasures that it appears to lead to. How will you tackle these problems or 
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replace those pleasures once you have cut down on your alcohol 

consumption, or stopped completely? 

 

Step 4: Get rid of the cues; or use them as early warning systems.  

If you drink at home, it may help to remove the alcohol, or put it out of sight, 

and to explain what you want to do to others. If you go out with friends and 

drink a great deal, losing track of how much you have, devise a strategy to 

help to keep within limits. You could have one alcoholic drink only and then 

switch to soft drinks, or you could alternate soft drinks and alcoholic ones. 

And you could drink slowly. If you find it difficult to refuse a drink, then it may 

help to read Chapter 17 (Assertiveness).  If you cannot readily say no, then 

either you have difficulty asserting yourself, or you have a problem with 

alcohol dependency which should be tackled if you are not to damage your 

health. Sometimes it is people who are the cues – drinking companions. If 

your drinking companions are not interested in helping you to achieve your 

goals then it may be necessary to stop spending time with them.  

 

Step 5: Replace the habit with a new routine. If you replace the drinking 

with another activity, your task will be much easier—especially if going without 

leaves a void to fill. The most straightforward, and often most effective, is 

simply to replace  alcoholic drinks with non-alcoholic ones. It can helpful to 

combine drinking with another activity, such as eating a meal or talking to 

friends (as long as the friends are not encouraging you to drink alcohol). The 

other activities divert your attention from the drink and help you to drink less. If 

having a drink has become a way of not thinking about problems—of 

sweeping them under the carpet—the problems may well re-emerge to trouble 

you when you go without. Problems rarely go away when you look the other 

way. It would be more useful to face them instead (see Chapter 20 
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Recognising that you can change: facing the problems) and to use your 

problem-solving skills (Chapter 21 Problem solving: a strategy for change). 

 

Step 6: Give yourself the same reward 

In step 2 you used awareness training to find out, amongst other things, what 

rewards you obtained from drinking. Does drinking relax you, or make you feel 

confident in company? Does it help you to forget your problems? How might 

you give yourself the same reward(s) once you have reduced or stopped 

drinking? Some of the benefits, such as relaxing after work, might be gained 

by replacing alcohol with a non-alcoholic drink, or by reading the paper, 

changing out of work clothes, listening to music or taking a short walk. But 

other ‘rewards’, such as forgetting about your loneliness, may be more 

complex. In order to ‘give yourself the same reward’ you may need to directly 

tackle the underlying problem such as lonliness, anxiety, depression or social 

difficulties. It may be most helpful to obtain professional help with these 

problems. [See also: Section 4: Making your way with others; and, Part III: 

Overcoming difficulties] 

 

Step 7: Persist and keep track of progress. At regular intervals of about a 

week work out whether what you actually did matched with your plan. There 

are two possibilities: either you did well or you drank more than you planned. 

If you did well, you should reward yourself (but not by having a drink!)  before 

going on to plan the next week. You are trying to break a habit and that 

always takes persistence. If you drank more than you planned, you need to 

look carefully at why before you make a plan for the next week. Remember 

that the carrot works better than the stick. Think again about what you want to 

gain by drinking less. Think about any gains you have already made, however 

small, and do whatever you can to keep your motivation going. If you keep 

trying, you will be able to make the changes you wish to make. 
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Step 8: Manage lapses with a positive attitude. Do not be hard on yourself 

when you break your resolve and have a lapse—just try not to let the lapse 

turn into a relapse. If you have failed, it may reveal that you are more 

dependent on alcohol, physically or psychologically, than you realized, and 

that is very useful to know. This does not mean that you will not be able to 

overcome the problem, but it does mean that there is a significant problem 

that you need to solve. At least you have discovered the size of the problem 

and have had the courage to face it. In the light of the lapse look back through 

the ideas above and think about whether you need to adapt your strategy, or 

whether you just need to get back on track. 

Part 4: Overcoming dependence on alcohol 

Do you really want to overcome your dependence? 

Unless you are sure that you want to overcome your dependence, you will not 

be able to do so. The first step is to decide to change: think through all the 

advantages and disadvantages of over-coming your dependence. Are you 

happy with the way things are at the moment—with your family or other close 

relationships? With your work? If you are not, then think what you have to 

gain by overcoming your dependence. There are tremendous rewards for 

giving up alcohol: you will have money; and all your positive features, all those 

parts of your personality which you like, will still be there. One of the myths 

that those dependent on alcohol often believe is that they will be less fun, or 

less amusing, without drinking—or less able to cope. But quite the opposite is 

true. If you decide that you want to overcome your dependence, then list all 

the things which you have to gain and keep the list in a place where you can 

frequently look at it. 
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Many people who have a problem with dependence on alcohol do not 

acknowledge this even to themselves, and therefore they cannot work to 

overcome it. If you have a dependency problem, and have acknowledged this 

to yourself, you are half-way there. 

 

It is very easy to chastise yourself, even to despise yourself. Dependency on 

alcohol can make you do things which you do not really approve of, like 

breaking promises, or causing hurt and pain to those you love. Other people 

might be suffering because of the time you spend drinking and away from 

home; because you are irritable and unable to show affection when you feel it; 

because you are violent; because your marked changes in mood make it 

difficult for those around you to know where they stand; or because you are 

unreliable. Alcohol is expensive, so that the money you spend may be 

causing problems for you and others also. Alcohol dependence may cause 

problems at work, although some people who are dependent are able to carry 

on effectively at work without others even suspecting there is a problem. It 

may be your family rather than your work that suffers. 

 

It is important, therefore, clearly to distinguish the “real” you from the things 

that you sometimes do, and from the way you behave because of the alcohol. 

You may be doing things you do not approve of. Instead of using this as a 

stick to beat yourself with, recognize that it means that the “real” you has 

standards and ideals, and that is why you can recognize the difference 

between what you are doing and what you would like to be doing. 

Recognising, and getting back in touch with the self within, whom you respect, 

makes it much easier to overcome the dependence. It puts you back in touch 

with your values, (Chapter 2) and enables you to see yourself beyond the 

alcohol dependence. 
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Reduced drinking or Abstinence? 

If you have a problem with alcohol, should you reduce your drinking or give it 

up entirely? The traditional answer to this question used to be that you should 

aim for abstinence. Then in the 1960s and 1970s there were a number of 

reports which suggested that some people formerly dependent on alcohol 

were able successfully to return to “social drinking.” However, later evidence 

suggests that the majority of those who return to social drinking relapse, and 

start to drink too much again. It appears that so few people dependent on 

alcohol are able to return to social drinking without relapsing that the only 

good advice is to become abstinent. If you are dependent and your aim is 

simply to cut down, it is less likely to work. 

Seek medical help 

If you are dependent on alcohol, we advise you to see your doctor and to 

discuss the problems. Your doctor will know what help and support is 

available, and there is no doubt that overcoming your problem will be much 

easier with support. But there is also another important reason for seeing your 

doctor, and that is the question of withdrawal. If you have been drinking quite 

heavily for a long time, you might get withdrawal symptoms when you stop 

drinking, and these are potentially dangerous (see the section on Seeking 

urgent medical help above). You may need your doctor’s help through this 

withdrawal phase, which may need to be done in a hospital or clinic. 

Helping yourself to become abstinent 

If you really want to give up alcohol, you can; but you must give yourself as 

much help as possible because it is going to be difficult. Think as often as you 

can, daily if possible, about what you have to gain in the way of a better life. 

Get help. Your doctor should be able to put you in touch with special services 

and support groups to help you abstain from alcohol, some of which are 
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hospital based and some community based. The advantage of these services 

is that people who know the position you are in will be able to help and 

support you through the most difficult times. 

For details of support organisations in the UK see: 

http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/alcohol/Pages/Alcoholsupport.aspx 

and in the US see: 

http://www.helpguide.org/articles/addiction/alcohol-addiction-treatment-and-

self-help.htm 

  

Exercise. Spending less time drinking gives you more time for other things. 

Use some of this to get physically fitter. This will help you to feel good about 

your body and make it easier to abstain. 

Look after your appearance. If you have let your appearance slip, and have 

extra money available because you are not spending it on alcohol, you could 

buy new clothes. As with exercise, this will help you to feel better about 

yourself. The better you feel, the easier it is to abstain. 

Take one day at a time. Do not look far into the distance, but concentrate on 

remaining abstinent for today. There are two aspects to this injunction. The 

first is not to be too ambitious, not to say to yourself: “I won’t ever drink again.” 

Focus just on today. The second aspect is that you need constantly, every 

day, to renew your resolve not to drink. Once you have been dependent on 

alcohol, you are always at risk of drinking excessively again. Even when you 

have been abstinent for ten years, you cannot take for granted that you will 

not start drinking to excess again. You should renew your vow not to drink 

every single day. 

Recognize the voice of the tempter. There will be times, frequent at first, 

less frequent later on, but never gone forever, when you are tempted to have 

a drink. The voice inside you will make it sound so plausible and attractive: 

“One drink can’t do any harm.” But it can—it will take you straight back to 

http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/alcohol/Pages/Alcoholsupport.aspx
http://www.helpguide.org/articles/addiction/alcohol-addiction-treatment-and-self-help.htm
http://www.helpguide.org/articles/addiction/alcohol-addiction-treatment-and-self-help.htm
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excess. “Everybody has the occasional drink; don’t be such a fool.” Not 

everybody has a problem with alcohol dependence—and that makes all the 

difference; but many of those who have an occasional drink have a great deal 

more than the occasional drink, and are doing themselves a great deal of 

harm. “No one will know.” How is that relevant? You are returning to the way 

of life which you know you want to leave behind. “Don’t believe that silly book 

you read— really, how can one drink harm anyone?” Do not believe this 

voice. There is no end to its thirst for alcohol. 

This time is different. You may have tried to give up alcohol before and 

failed, so why, you may be thinking, should this time be different? The answer 

is that this time can be different if you are better prepared, have taken more 

precautions, have thought it through more, and have found yourself more 

help. 

Do not be hard on yourself. You need all the positive encouragement you 

can get, and you particularly need it from yourself. You cannot afford to 

undermine yourself. Be prepared to forgive yourself for what you have done 

because of the dependence on alcohol. Keeping in touch with your values, 

and with things that you value helps you to be positive about yourself. 

Avoid drinking companions. Look back at your drinking diary. What were 

the situations in which the drinking occurred? Think about this carefully and 

then do all you can to avoid those situations which were particularly 

dangerous, or try to change them. One of the most dangerous for many 

people is being with others who drink. The voices of your companions add to 

your own inner voice: “Go on, have a drink.” This is not the time to test your 

assertiveness skills to their full. It is better to avoid these situations instead. If 

you can only see these friends when they are drinking, it is better not to see 

them. Good friends will be prepared to see you on other occasions too. 

Surround yourself, as far as possible, with people who support your 

abstinence, not with people who undermine your resolve. 
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Understand that those close to you may be skeptical. Those close to you, 

your family, for example—may be skeptical that this time you will abstain. “I’ll 

believe it when I see it” may be their attitude – which may well be reasonable 

in the light of past experience. How are they to know that this time will be 

different? Do not be angry with them. It will take some time to regain their trust 

in you. Accept this fact and you will not waste your energy fighting against 

their beliefs. 

If you relapse. Take stock. Why did it happen? Go carefully through the steps 

you took. Did you miss out some of the ways of helping yourself? Did you 

prepare yourself fully? Did you try doing it on your own without any help or 

support? Prepare yourself again, only this time with more care, and if you find 

that there are other problems in your life that tempt you into drinking, like 

social anxiety, boredom, loneliness, depression, low self-esteem or lack of 

confidence, think about how to tackle these problems as well.  

Summary  

Alcohol is a source of pleasure in life, but it can be dangerous.  

Assess your drinking using the assessment tree: 

 Are you dependent on alcohol? 

 Are you drinking too much? 

 Is your drinking pattern potentially dangerous? 

A drinking diary will help you work out how much alcohol you drink.  

You can change your drinking pattern using eight steps. 

1. Decide to change. 

2. Use awareness training. 
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3. Plan your strategy. 

4. Get rid of the cues; or use them as early warning systems. 

5. Replace the habit with a new routine. 

6. Give yourself the same reward. 

7. Persist, and keep track of progress. 

8.  Manage lapses with a positive attitude. 

Be honest with yourself about your drinking: you can overcome problems 

although you may need a helping hand. 

 

Relevant chapters in Manage Your Mind (Managing your Mind) 

Chapter 33: Breaking habits and overcoming addictions. 

Chapter 9: Developing useful habits. 

Chapter 2: Valuing and understanding yourself. 

Chapter 5:  Building self-esteem and self-confidence. 

Chapter 6: Taking a positive approach. 

Chapter 12: Keeping physically well. 

Chapter 14: Treating yourself right. 

Part II, Section 4: Making your way with others 

Chapter 20: Recognising that you can change: facing problems. 
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Web-based resources for averting problems with alcohol 

 

Alcohol abuse treatment and self-help: 

http://www.helpguide.org/articles/addiction/alcohol-addiction-treatment-and-

self-help.htm 

An excellent US site with good examples of how to balance the pros and cons 

of stopping drinking, the symptoms that indicate that urgent medical help is 

needed, a structured approach to achieving your goals, and support 

organizations. 

 

Cutting down on alcohol 

http://www.nhs.uk/Change4Life/Pages/cutting-down-alcohol.aspx 

The UK’s NHS site on self-help approaches to safe drinking. 

 

UK support organisations for people with alcohol problems 

http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/alcohol/Pages/Alcoholsupport.aspx 

 

The US government guidance on safe drinking and how to assess your 

drinking 

http://rethinkingdrinking.niaaa.nih.gov/How-much-is-too-much/Is-your-

drinking-pattern-risky/Whats-Low-Risk-Drinking.aspx 

 

The UK guidance on safe drinking and how to assess your drinking 

http://www.nhs.uk/change4life/Pages/alcohol-lower-risk-guidelines-units.aspx 

 

The cancer risks of drinking alcohol 

http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/causes-of-cancer/alcohol-and-

cancer 

 

The science of the benefits as well as harms of alcohol 

http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/nutritionsource/alcohol-full-story/ 

 

http://www.helpguide.org/articles/addiction/alcohol-addiction-treatment-and-self-help.htm
http://www.helpguide.org/articles/addiction/alcohol-addiction-treatment-and-self-help.htm
http://www.nhs.uk/Change4Life/Pages/cutting-down-alcohol.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/alcohol/Pages/Alcoholsupport.aspx
http://rethinkingdrinking.niaaa.nih.gov/How-much-is-too-much/Is-your-drinking-pattern-risky/Whats-Low-Risk-Drinking.aspx
http://rethinkingdrinking.niaaa.nih.gov/How-much-is-too-much/Is-your-drinking-pattern-risky/Whats-Low-Risk-Drinking.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/change4life/Pages/alcohol-lower-risk-guidelines-units.aspx
http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/causes-of-cancer/alcohol-and-cancer
http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/causes-of-cancer/alcohol-and-cancer
http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/nutritionsource/alcohol-full-story/

