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Introduction
Firstly I want to tell you that I’m pleased you downloaded this guide, because 
it suggests that you are in a positive minority. You are one of those that not 
only suspect they or someone they know might be dependent on alcohol, 
but you are edging towards the possibility of doing something about it. 

It is estimated that nearly 10% of adult males and 4% of adult females in 
the UK have a dependency on alcohol, but that only 1% of people seek 
help. That’s both startling and frightening. Even if your behaviour, or that 
of someone you know, is short of dependency it may still be playing too 
powerful a role in your life. 

The purpose of this guide is simple. It seeks to do a few straight forward 
things.

Help you to identify whether you or someone you know might have a 
problem with drink.

Help you to acknowledge how it might be affecting your life adversely

To strengthen the belief in you that recovery is possible.

I want to start by establishing that nothing happens unless you want it to. 
No problem is ever sustainably solved by someone else, you have to own 
the problem and the solution. It might be that reading through what follows 
gives you a feeling of reassurance that you’re OK, but if it doesn’t you need to 
know that nothing will miraculously change, and that you have to do it.

This is as true for someone living with an addict as it is for the addict 
themselves. Your responsibility is to yourself first and foremost, and nobody 
can have the influence over you and your behaviour that you can. 

Alcohol dependency will show in various aspects of someones life and I’m 
going to break them down and talk about what you might notice if your 
drinking, or the drinking of someone you know, is a problem.

I have deliberately written this guide directly to the person with the issue, but 
if you are reading this as a partner, friend or colleague then I hope it will give 
you an insight to the sort of behaviours you might see in someone whose 
drinking has become out of control. Health, relationships, work, finances, 
social life, emotions and thinking are all impacted by a damaging relationship 
with drink and in this guide,we’re going to take each one in turn.
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Health
Sweating
Alcoholics sweat a lot because alcohol causes the dilation of the blood 
vessels which makes the skin warm and triggers the sweat glands to start 
working in the same way they would if you had just been for a run.

Sweating can be an early sign that something is wrong and it happens 
particularly during the night or early morning as withdrawal kicks in.

The blood vessels dilate because the liver can’t work fast enough create the 
enzymes which break down the alcohol before they are absorbed into the 
blood.

While we were researching this paper Martin told me about how, in the 
more advanced stages of his addiction, he would steam up the windows 
of cars because he was sweating so much. Just his passenger window and 
his portion the windscreen. When he told me it sounded hilarious but, of 
course, it was anything but. Particularly for the driver whose vision was 
partially obscured.

High Blood Pressure.
As a rule you probably don’t have your blood pressure checked, and there 
are no visible symptoms that would suggest your blood pressure is above 
normal rates. However, there are certain things which expose you to higher 
risk of increased blood pressure, and one of them is regularly drinking above 
recommended levels.

Insufficient exercise, too much salt and being overweight also add to your 
risk. People dependent on alcohol tend to eat badly and look after their 
physical needs poorly, so it’s easy to make an already bad situation worse.

If you need additional information about whether your drinking might be out 
of control you might want to have your blood pressure checked.

This brings me to the subject of the relationship you have with your GP. I 
cover it in more detail later but honesty about your drinking with medical 
professionals is critical.
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Immobility & Stiffness Of Joints
It might not strike you as an obvious connection but joint stiffness can be 
created and worsened by dehydration. Alcohol is a diuretic and, as such, 
causes the body to lose water (that’s why you wake up with a mouth like the 
bottom of a bird cage) which in turn can cause joint stiffness and headaches.

If you are experiencing reducing levels of mobility, unexplained joint pain 
and headaches you need to have yourself checked by a doctor. It could be 
that your alcohol consumption is at the root of the problem. Oh, and its very 
common for people with an alcohol dependency to lie about how much they 
drink to their GP. If ever there was a self defeating strategy this is it. We’ll 
cover deception and isolation later on in the guide.

Lower Back & Kidney Pain
Anything which inhibits the efficacy of the liver will affect the rate at which 
blood moves to the kidneys. Your kidneys then have to work harder to filter 
the blood, which leads to dehydration and kidney pain.

You also increase your risk of the excruciatingly painful kidney stones, a 
condition exacerbated by not moving around much and a poor diet.

Bruising Easily
Alcohol is a vasodilator, meaning that your blood vessels relax and expand 
in response to the drink. The blood flow increases nearer the surface of the 
skin and so even the slightest bump will rupture the blood vessels just below 
the skin and cause more blood to escape, causing bruising.

If you are noticing bruises which have no explanation, or find that you are 
bruising more easily than you feel you should, it could have something to do 
with your drinking.

Type 2 Diabetes Readings
Too much alcohol consumption causes pancreatic inflammation. This will 
impair the ability of the pancreas to secrete insulin which is a cause of 
diabetes.

Excessive drinking will also increase your calorie intake which can lead to 
weight gain. Another cause of diabetes is obesity.
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Of course, a drink problem can also lead to dramatic weight loss through 
a lack of interest in food. When a drink addiction really takes hold food can 
become of no interest. Martin once told me that a pub landlord once said 
to him that when he spotted someone “baggy arsed” in their trousers it 
suggested to him that it could be indicative of a drink problem.

Diet
People who develop a dependency on alcohol tend to let core pillars of self 
care go. One of these is diet.

As drinking becomes increasingly destructive the desire to make an effort 
with diet often decreases and so a dependent drinker will either eat badly or 
not at all. As drink becomes the focus everything else begins to fall away.

If you are noticing a decrease in our interest in your food or a worsening of 
your diet it might be that your drinking is a root cause.

When an addict is faced with a choice between food and the addiction, there 
is only ever one winner.

Regardless of whether any of these health issues have rung alarm bells with 
you it is crucial that you go and see your GP if you have any concerns about 
your physical health. Self diagnosis might be helpful in the first instance, but 
there is no substitute for a professional opinion.

Furthermore, if you are serious about recovery you need your GP onside, 
and you need to be honest. Otherwise you might end up being wrongly 
medicated based on what you say rather than what is really going on. If 
you are hiding your drinking from the GP you’ll likely render any medication 
you’re given redundant anyway.
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The impact that addiction has on relationships is a whole subject on its own. 
We’re currently writing a programme of support for people who live with 
addicts which covers the very specific challenges they face. If you’d like more 
details please make sure you’ve signed up on the mailing list and you’ll be 
first to receive information along with a number of helpful articles we plan 
over the coming weeks.

No aspect of life is left unaffected when an addiction takes hold. Here are 
some telltale signs that your dependency is increasingly out of control.

Sharing The Driving
If you are a drinker do you rely on your partner to drive whenever you 
go out? If you have reached the stage where the idea of “taking turns” is 
unacceptable to you it might indicate that you have a problem.

The alcoholic cannot face a night out without a drink, so the choice between 
fairness to your partner and alcohol will be easy.

Are you familiar with the suggestion “I’ll drive there and you drive home”. 
It’s an alcoholics way of sharing the driving, and it’s nothing more than 
manipulation designed to thinly veil the increasing problem.

Wasted Drinking Opportunities
If you have agreed to drive, much to your frustration, do you feel aggravated 
when your partner proceeds only to have a couple of glasses of wine or 
beer? If so, it could be that your frustration is emanating from feeling that he 
or she has “wasted” a good opportunity for drinking. In your head you might 
be thinking “You may as well have driven” judging your partners own desire 
for alcohol by your own disproportionate needs.

Secret Drinking
Are you keeping your levels of drinking from your partner or even your 
friends? Do you drink in secret, or at home when nobody is there? Are you 
moving your drinking underground because your partner has begun to call 
you out or for fear that they might?

Relationships
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As soon as you start to feel the need to hide your drinking, lie about it or 
minimise it there’s a problem.

Increase In Conflict
Have you noticed more rows in your relationship? Why is that? Sometimes 
the frustration created by a habit out of control and a partners increasing 
awareness of it will create in the dependent drinker a desire to defend, to 
disconnect and isolate so that the drinking is not spoken about and brought 
into focus.

As a drink problem escalates the strands of life begin to come undone. 
The idea of a “high functioning addict” can only ever be temporary as the 
demands of the habit are in constant conflict with the requirements of a 
balanced, healthy and sustainable life. Caught in the middle of this fight is, 
inevitably, the central relationship in your life.

Criticising Your Partner For Not Drinking 
Enough
I had a client a while ago who was in a relationship with an alcoholic. The 
way that he dealt with his alcoholism in their relationship was to criticise her 
for not drinking. His suggestion that her abstinence was abnormal was his 
attempt to normalise his own behaviour and paint hers as strange.

Addicts create their own reality in a way that enables them to normalise 
their habit. If they can convince themselves that their behaviour is “normal” 
then they have no need to change. It’s interesting to note that the Christmas 
season is easier for the alcoholic because everyone seems to be drunk, so 
they feel normal, for once in the year. It’s also the reason that recovering 
alcoholics find Christmas so difficult.

Increasingly Unreliable
When you have a drink problem you become increasingly unreliable. Your 
focus is no longer on satisfying the emotional needs of yourself and those 
that you care about, but instead on satisfying your desire to drink. Anything 
which gets in the way of your drinking is susceptible to being canned at the 
last minute.

As addiction is an emotional rollercoaster where you chase the temporary 
high and experience crushing lows, the ability to commit to anything other 
than what happens in the moment becomes increasingly difficult.
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Infidelity
We all know that drink impairs our critical thinking. Our inhibitions start to 
disappear and we do things we otherwise wouldn’t. Add to that the terribly 
low levels of self esteem that addicts experience and you have created a 
heady atmosphere ripe for sexual promiscuity.

The addict thinks in the moment and is interested most of all in instant 
gratification, so infidelity becomes an increasing risk to the addict and the 
stability of central supportive relationships.

As an addict moves more dangerously into the murky waters of infidelity 
the support structure which is so necessary to help haul them out again is 
becoming increasingly fractured and thin. The line of least resistance is likely 
to be followed as a matter of course rather than as an anomaly.

The addict wants to be accepted, but not questioned, affirmed but not 
inspected too closely. A superficial relationship based on little more than 
mutual desire might be a perfect short term haven but can have terrible long 
term consequence for the addict the addiction and those in his/her life.
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Work
High Functioning Alcoholic
Let’s first explode a myth. You might be a high functioning alcoholic today 
but you can’t remain one indefinitely.

Alcoholism is a progressive condition and, as such, it is only possible to 
prevent it from interfering destructively with your work for a while.

Martin has written specifically on the subject in his post “Why You Can’t Be A 
Functioning Alcoholic Forever” which you can find on the Addictions page of 
the website.

Self Employed Drinkers
If you work for yourself it’s probably easier for you to contort your working 
practices around your drinking. Are you doing that? If so, consider this. 
Being self employed means that there is nobody to “police” your drinking. 
This is a blessing and a curse. It is a blessing because you can do what you 
like unchallenged, but it’s is a curse because it’s likely that your problem is 
becoming serious without anyone calling you out on it fast enough to help 
you realise what’s going on.

The Quality Of A Drinkers Work.
If you are drinking too much, you might find that are waking up with a thick 
head more regularly than you’d like. You might be noticing an increase in the 
instances of your mental sharpness eluding you at inconvenient times. But, 
despite all of this, you probably still show up to work regularly and comfort 
yourself that there’s no problem.

The thing is, an addicts quality of work is the first aspect of performance 
which suffers, and you might not be quite so sharp at noticing, but other 
people almost certainly will.
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The Timekeeping Of The Addict.
If the problem has progressed you might find that you are showing up 
later to work than you used to. You might find that you roll up late for that 
morning meeting looking somewhat more dishevelled than previously. It 
could be that you are prone to taking longer lunch breaks.

When your desire to drink is more powerful than your ability to meet 
commitments and present a professional image you know that it’s all 
beginning to unravel.

The Vodka Myth
Have you started drinking vodka because you believe it is less detectable on 
the breath? Are you getting through a lot more packets of mints in an effort 
to keep you smelling fresh?

This isn’t normal. When you catch yourself trying to conceal a behaviour you 
need to ask yourself why it’s necessary.

Normalising Your Behaviour
This guide is specifically about alcoholism but much of what is written here 
is true of addiction in general. I once had a client who had a compulsive 
gambling problem, and he gravitated socially to someone who enjoyed 
playing the fruit machines when they went for a drink in the pub after work. 
Things progressed until they were often found in the betting shop gambling 
ever larger sums on the high stakes machines.

When we have an addiction we move towards people who make us feel 
“normal”. We will seek out the heavy drinkers, the gamblers, those who 
minimise their habits and their impact, because it makes us feel better about 
ourselves.

Look around at your social group, and those you tend to move towards at 
work. Are they helping you to conceal something about yourself?
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Finances
The Breakdown Of Financial Sense
Any addiction will put strain on your finances. If you drink too much, 
use drugs, gamble. They all cost money and they do not respect healthy 
limitations. Inevitably you are going to notice something happening to your 
financial controls.

The most likely thing for you to notice is that sensible financial strategies 
start to fall by the wayside.

You might cash in investments if money is tight. You might miss a mortgage 
payment.

You might simply find yourself drawing more cash from your account.

With any addiction your financial horizon is shortened. You live in the 
moment, hand to mouth, not allowing yourself to consciously worry about 
how you’ll pay for this or that when it becomes due.

Justification Of Financial Folly
In tandem with a breakdown of financial prudence will come a post- 
justification of reckless behaviour.

You might find yourself using statements like “It’s only money” or “You can’t 
take it with you.”

This second statement can have a much deeper and more significant 
meaning. When your drinking gets out of control, and you begin to notice 
the impact it has on your body, there might well be a part of you that fears it 
might kill you, so you may as well live for today.

I accept that this last observation is quite extreme, but people get there. 
When you reach this point you’re in severe danger. It marks a change from “I 
have a problem and I can beat it” to “I have a problem and I can’t”.
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Emotions
Self Pity
Addicts find ways to justify their behaviour and self pity is a wonderful place 
to hide. You might have become adept at giving yourself reasons for your 
destructive behaviour. You might trawl through your past finding reasons 
that you drink and pointing to them as you open another bottle.

Of course, this will becomes self fulfilling. As your drinking starts to have a 
negative impact on your life and parts of it start to disintegrate, you’ll be able 
to point at that as a reason for your behaviour.

If you lose your job, or your relationship fails, or there is an increase in 
levels of conflict. If you get into trouble at work, have difficulty relating to the 
children or have money worries. All of these can be conveniently used as 
reasons for descending into drink rather than being accepted as indications 
of the problems existence.

After a while you forget that the drinking caused most of the issues rather 
than being a dysfunctional and misguided crutch to prop you up because of 
them.

Sadness & Anger
Sadness and anger are emotions that addicts are familiar with. When you are 
challenged about your behaviour you’ll probably get defensive and angry. We 
use anger as a way of making us feel emotionally bigger and stronger when 
we really feel emotionally vulnerable and weak. After the explosion of anger 
we often move into a feeling sadness, of self reflection and, yes you guessed 
it, self pity. Do you know what happens when an addict feels self pity? They 
have a drink, and so it goes on.

Cycling Through Destructive Emotions.
Addicts struggle to feel a sense of self worth and a constant cycle of self pity, 
anger and more self pity makes you feel less and less valuable. When you 
feel bad you drink, and when you drink it makes you feel bad. Descent into 
an ever decreasing circle of self destruction is easy to succumb to but hard 
to escape from.
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Pushing Help Away
It might be that someone close to you knows or at least suspects you have 
a problem. If they try to help you it is likely that you will push them away and 
your drinking more and more underground.

At this point you will be feeling increasingly isolated.

Isolation
As you push people away for fear that they will discover the real truth 
about you it is inevitable that you’ll feel more alone and isolated. Feelings of 
isolation will lead to sadness and self pity, and these feelings will lead you 
back to the one thing you feel you can be sure of, your destructive addiction.

The further you go down into this spiral the worse it becomes and the more 
difficult it is to clamber out.

Anxiety
There is a strong correlation between anxiety disorders and addiction. 
Generalised Anxiety Disorder, Social Anxiety Disorder, Obsessive Compulsive 
Disorder, Panic Disorder are all common in addiction. It doesn’t really matter 
which one came first, but what does matter is that all are amplified and 
exacerbated by addiction. It is also important to understand that you can’t 
combat the anxiety conditions when you’re still drinking.

In addition, even without any recognisable anxiety disorder, you will 
experience increasing levels of anxiety about going to places where you can’t 
get a drink, about appearing “normal” when in company, about accepting 
commitments which you will find increasingly hard to meet, and about taking 
on new projects. In fact, anything outside of your existing comfort zone will 
become harder and harder.

The impact of all this is that life begins to become smaller. As life shrinks 
there is insufficient stimulus or motivation to make a positive change. As your 
emotional wellbeing suffers, your drinking increases, and your determination 
to break free starts to dissolve.

Dysfunctional Reward System
When you are in the clutches of addiction your view of what constitutes a 
healthy reward is completely compromised. After managing to stay clean or 
abstain for a few days you might “reward” yourself with a massive binge or a 
joint.
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Procrastination
The addict has a tendency to procrastinate. Avoiding opening mail is a typical 
behaviour because everything is focused on the short term and, as problems 
start to mount up, avoidance of them is the most likely response. If it’s a 
bill you’ll almost certainly avoid opening it because it will eat into your drink 
money.
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Social Life
Pubs

1.	 Initially you’ll enjoy being in the pub, but over time you’ll notice 
something frustrating. Everyone else seems to be drinking too slowly. 
You might develop a couple of strategies for dealing with this.

2.	 On a group night out you’ll happily take charge of the “whip” meaning 
that you can dictate when drinks are bought. This means you never 
have to wait for one.

3.	 Drinking between rounds might become a rule rather than an 
exception.

Dry Events
You will work hard to avoid attending events where you don’t have an 
opportunity to drink. The stress and the anxiety which well up in you at the 
thought of being “stuck without a drink” will be palpable.

If you are forced to attend an event which will prevent you from drinking 
you might resort to “pre-loading”, getting your necessary drinking in before 
leaving.

Irrational Thinking
If you have an addiction you might notice yourself making decisions which 
are not in keeping with who you recognise yourself to be. You might make 
snap judgements or decisions which put you at risk either emotionally, 
physically or both.

Cross Addiction
You might find that as your dependency on one behaviour strengthens 
so to do others. You might use more drugs, gamble more money, spend 
more unnecessarily. This is particularly worth looking out for if you have 
acknowledged a problem and taken steps to curb it. Addicts are good at 
telling themselves they’ve fixed an issue when they are completely oblivious 
to another one moving up on the rails to take its place.
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Addiction is filling an emotional hole and, if you don’t find something 
sustainable and positive to fill the hole, something destructive will inevitably 
find its way in there.

At this point there might be attempts to fill the emotional void by creating 
things which look interesting but don’t really exist. For example you might 
re-live past glories because there is nothing happening in the present. It’s as 
if time has stopped for the addict.

Shoe-horning Drinking Into Your Life
If you notice yourself trying to find points at which you can “fit in a drink” it’s 
a warning sign. If your tendency to go to the pub straight after work before 
going home, or finding excuses to go out in the evening so that you can have 
a drink are increasing, it’s probably a sign that your drinking is out of control.

A key indicator of this sort of behaviour will be the accompanying lies you tell. 
“The traffic was bad”, “I had an important meeting”, “I have to work late” are 
all typical excuses you might use to buy yourself extra time in the bar.

The “Waking Up Needing A Drink” Myth
If you think that you only have a drink problem when you wake up needing 
a drink or drink during the day you’re dangerously mistaken. Dependency is 
what it says. If you are dependent on drink it means that you are unable to 
function in a normal and healthy way without alcohol being a regular aspect 
of your life.

Breaking The Law
At some point in the life of an addict there will probably be either a brush 
with the law or the potential for one.

Drink driving is the obvious example, but in general you will be likely to take 
bigger risks, some of which are not legal.
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Conclusion
When you read through this guide you might recognise some of what is 
written here. If you do, it doesn’t necessarily mean you have an addiction, but 
it could be an indication that the relationship you have with alcohol needs 
attention.

One of the ways in which we keep ourselves in denial is to look for 
the evidence which suits us. If we don’t want to consider ourselves as 
“dependent” we will be good at finding the evidence which “proves” we aren’t. 
But the mere fact that you’ve read this far probably says something in itself. 
You don’t have to be clinically defined as an addict to know when an aspect 
of your life is becoming out of control. You might be able to say with absolute 
honesty that many indicators here don’t apply to you, but the way to use 
this is as an exploration of whats going on rather than a way to condemn 
yourself or a refusal to.

So this is not a list of criteria that must apply if you have a dependency on 
drink. In fact thinking like this is the way an addicts mind works.

An inability to view ourselves objectively is a key factor in a slide down 
towards emotional difficulty. If you are worried about your drinking nothing 
will change until you decide to do something about it.

Change is possible, but often it’s hard work. The neural pathways you 
develop in your brain can be redirected, but it needs a sustained change 
of mental focus, and it might also need you to look at yourself in a different 
way, and reconsider some beliefs you have carried for many years. It takes 
time, and that’s a challenge for anyone with a dependency or addiction, 
because they want it now. It’s precisely that change of mental approach 
which is required for recovery.

There are no strings attached to this guide, and there is no expectation that 
you do anything more than read it. But if this has stirred questions in you 
and you feel you are ready for some help to answer them, please do get in 
touch in whatever way feels most comfortable for you.

Lastly, we’re in the midst of developing an online programme about recovery 
from addiction, so sign up for updates and we’ll keep you informed.
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