Help for people affected
by someone else’s drinking
Making
Carers Count

Foreword
This booklet has been produced for people who are affected by someone
else’s drinking. It may be a family member – partner, parent, child or
brother or sister – or it may be a close friend; but if it is making life difficult
or unpleasant for you, we hope you’ll find some useful advice in the
following pages.

About us
Carers in Hertfordshire recognises the impact on your life of the alcohol
misuse of someone close to you and can support you in a number of
ways. We can provide you with opportunities to have a real say in how
services are offered and provided to both you and your relative or friend.
We can inform you of your rights as a carer and can refer you to the
appropriate agency for a Carers Assessment if you wish. We can provide
you with information about a wide range of issues affecting carers, from
how to make sure you are receiving the benefits you are entitled to, to how
to get a break from your caring role. We can also put you in touch with
people with similar experiences.
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Identifying a problem:
How to tell if someone’s drinking is at a worrying level
Alcohol, unlike certain other drugs is legal. It is a normal part of social life
and many people enjoy a drink without problems arising.
There is guide on safe drinking for health (see Units Appendix A) but
alcohol can affect people badly in other ways. These include their
behaviour towards family members and friends, their attitude to authority,
their way of managing (or not managing) work-life, finances and social life
Very often, people start to be concerned about someone else’s drinking
because of a change in their behaviour. This may be:
• Showing aggression, becoming angry easily over small things
• Being very concerned about getting their next drink, and planning events
around it
• Forgetting or neglecting other things in their life
Sometimes these signs have been in evidence for a while but the family or
friends of the drinker have ignored it or excused it. Often it takes a crisis to
force the issue out into the open.
However, there may be many other reasons for why this person is
behaving like this, so you do need to talk to them about what is happening
and why.
Things to bear in mind when you’re talking:
• Choose the right moment to talk – when they’re sober – and you are both
reasonably calm
• Don’t jump to conclusions
• Get the facts
• Find out about the problem
• Show concern
• Explain how you feel about the situation and how their drinking is
affecting you and other family members or friends
• Try to keep communications open
• These are useful things to remember if you’re talking to family members
and others who may be affected by the drinker’s behaviour.
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Understanding the problem – finding out more
Why do people drink too much?
There are many reasons why people drink heavily: some do it to help them
cope with everyday life, to give them confidence and help them relax. Some
do it to forget pain or problems they can’t cope with. Often people start to drink
heavily after a bereavement, when they have lost someone important to them.
Some people will say they drink because they like the taste or that all their
friends drink. Sometimes people with mental health problems will “selfmedicate” on alcohol, in other words, try to use alcohol as medicine
Whatever the reason, they can get help if they are prepared to. The one
thing that is certain is that, unless they are prepared to tackle the problem
themselves, there is nothing anyone else can do for them
Of course, you will want to help a family member or close friends with a
drinking problem and there are places you can find more information and
sources of help (see Appendix B). But this booklet is not chiefly concerned
with the drinker’s problem but with the problems of those around him or
her who are affected.
How does it affect others?
People who are affected by someone else’s drinking report that the drinker
dominates the family; everything is focussed on them, and the rest of the
family will often conspire to protect the drinker or conceal the problem
Some
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Tackling the problem:
Getting help for the drinker: How you can help the person deal with
their drinking; where they can get help or treatment
When family members or friends are affected by someone else’s drinking,
their first thought is often to get help for the drinker, to believe that
they only thing they can do to help themselves is to get the drinker into
treatment or support to tackle the problem
This can work if the drinker is ready to acknowledge there is a problem
and willing to get help. Appendix B shows a list of useful contacts in
Hertfordshire
Unfortunately, it is often the case that the drinker does not see that he or
she has a drink problem, and so will refuse help and may become angry at
being “labelled”.
What can you do if the drinker won’t acknowledge the problem and/
or doesn’t want to change?
Ultimately, the family member or friend has to accept that they can’t
change the situation for the drinker or force a solution to a problem that
the drinker won’t admit. At this point the family member or friend has to
think of what they can do to help themselves.
It does not have to be a choice between showing concern for the drinking
and attending to your needs, but you need to realise you can only control
your own life.
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Ways of helping yourself
Getting help for yourself: acknowledging that you can’t change other
people, only yourself
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Protecting yourself
We talked earlier about the tendency of some people to become
aggressive or violent after drinking. If this is the case in your situation, you
need to plan how you will protect yourself. If the drinker does not live in
your house, you may decide to take back the door-key and lock the door if
you feel threatened. If it is someone who lives in the house, you may want
to arrange somewhere you can go to be safe – this may be the house of
a friend or a relative. If you think you may not be safe you can keep vital
items (such as passport, money, basic clothing) in a bag, to help you get
away from the house in an emergency. You can see the sources of help in
Appendix B for other options.
Protecting other family members
If there other vulnerable people in the house, especially children, you will
need to include them in your plans.
Living your own life
• Remind yourself that you are a human being with rights, which include
the right to live in peace and safety, and the right to try and be happy
• You are not responsible for what the drinker is doing. Sometimes people
who are drinking heavily try to blame others and say things like “it’s your
fault, you nag me, you make me feel bad and get angry with me”. In
the case of a parent who is drinking heavily, they may blame the son or
daughter, saying things like, “I’ve devoted my life to you!”. Tell yourself
that adults must take responsibility for their own actions – that is part of
what we mean by “adult”.
• Make a space to think of things you like to do, that make you happy, and
plan to include them in your routine. These may be very small, simple
things like walking round the garden or a park, talking to a friend, reading
a book or watching a television programme. Or they may be bigger
things like following a hobby or going to visit someone who lives at a
distance. It is important to hold onto your sense of who you are
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Change
What happens if the alcohol user changes his or her behaviour?
When you are affected by someone else’s drinking, you think that if only
they would stop, everything would be all right again. Earlier, we talked
about the fact that you can’t control the drinker, only yourself while all this
is going on.
But sometimes people find that when the event they wished for happens,
it isn’t as easy as they expect. If the situation has gone on for a long time,
you’ll have found your own ways of dealing with things. You may have
taken over responsibility for running the family, the home, finances. Once
the drinker starts to recover, he or she will want to take back a role in the
family or social circle. You may struggle to let them back in; part of you
may feel resentful that you have had to struggle alone and
a ndnow
nowthe
theone
one
who caused the problem wants to act as if nothing has happened; part of
you may feel anxious and find it hard to trust the person again.
It
It will
will be
be easier
easier for
for you
you ifif you
you managed
managed to
to get
get support
support for
for yourself
yourself and
and
work
your
way
through
some
of
these
feelings,
and
you
will
work your way through some of these feelings, and you will continue
continue to
to
want
support
to
deal
with
the
new
situation.
Why
not
look
at
the
list
of
want support to deal with the new situation. Why not look at the list of
places
Appendix
B and
if there
is help
offered
places you
you can
can get
get support
support see
on page
16 and
see ifsee
there
is help
offered
that
that
you’ve
not
taken
up.
you’ve not taken up
You
You will
will also
also have
have to
to deal
deal with
with your
your anxiety
anxiety that
that the
the ex-drinker
ex-drinker will
will relapse;
relapse;
in
fact,
he
or
she
may
well
do
so
a
few
times
before
making
a
full
in fact, he or she may well do so a few times before making a full recovery.
recovery.
People
People who
who are
are trying
trying to
to get
get over
over their
their dependence
dependence on
on alcohol
alcohol often
often have
have
to
make
a
number
of
attempts.
This
can
be
disappointing
for
their
to make a number of attempts. This can be disappointing for their family
family
and
and friends.
friends. But
But ifif this
this happens,
happens, don’t
don’t be
be too
too discouraged;
discouraged; sometimes
sometimes
people
can
get
back
on
track
quite
quickly
after
people can get back on track quite quickly after they’ve
they’ve relapsed.
relapsed. Again,
Again,
you’ll
you’ll be
be able
able to
to cope
cope with
with this
this much
much better
better ifif you
you are
are getting
getting support
support and
and
are
are able
able to
to see
see yourself
yourself as
as a
a person
person in
in your
your own
own right.
right.
It may be that the relationship will be different to what it was before the
It may be that the relationships will be different to what it was before the
problems started. Both you and the drinker will have come through a lot
problems started. Both you and the drinker will have come through a lot
and you will be different people. Being part of a group, having others to
and you will be different people. Being part of a group, having others to
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What happens if the drinker doesn’t change?
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happiness is to make a life that doesn’t include the drinker.
If you decide to stay, make sure you get all the support you can. If you feel
you cannot go on like this, you will need to think of parting. This can be a
hard decision so you need to get help to support you through the decision
and the outcome. If you’re under 18, it may seem especially hard, but
there are people and organisations that can help you. (see Appendix B)

Emergencies
What to do in an emergency
Medical help
If the drinker shows signs of being seriously ill – e.g. becomes
unconscious, has fits or hallucinates, call your GP or an ambulance
immediately.
Threat to safety
If you are at risk of violence, get away to safety, taking any vulnerable
family members with you. Be prepared to call the police if necessary
Threat to children
If you think that children are at risk when someone is drinking heavily,
you can call the NSPCC or social services or the police.
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Alcohol is measured in units. The following drinks contain 1 unit of
alcohol
1

/2 pint ordinary
strength

Extra strength may
be double the units

Wine (9% abv)

1 125ml glass (small
pub measure glass)

Wine may be as
much as 14% abv
which is far higher
units

Sherry

1 glass (small pub
measure glass)

Spirits

25 mls

Beer

Appendix A

Units

1 pub measure

The recommended daily limits are:
• For men – no more than 3–4 units
• For women – no more than 2–3 units
It is recommended that both men and women should have one or
two alcohol free days a week to allow the liver to recover.
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Other sources
of help
Sources
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Information
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Tel/email/website
Tel/email/website

Adfam
Adfam

www.adfam.org.uk
www.adfam.org.uk
020 7553 7640

Alcohol
Concern

www.alcoholconcern.org.uk

Drinkaware

www.drinkaware.co.uk

Alcohol
www.alcoholconcern.org.uk
Concern
Drinkaware www.drinkaware.co.uk
For the drinker
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