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BEATING THE 
ALCOHOL DRAGON: 
  
TEN
 Simple and 
Do-able Steps



Brian is a 38-year old engineer.  He has been married for 9 years but the couple does not have any children.  Both Brian and his wife want children, but Brian’s wife is adamant that she will only have children when he quits drinking.   The couple has argued about this issue for years now and Brian’s wife announced last night that she doesn’t believe that Brian takes her seriously and so she has decided to leave the marriage.  

The next morning, Brian made an appointment to see me.  At the meeting Brian tells me that he is devastated.  He contends that it is not that he doesn’t take his wife seriously but that he is unable to quit.   He promises to quit but by the time evening rolls around, his urges are too strong and he succumbs to them.  

As Brian talked, I realized that this is perhaps the point in Brian’s life when he will finally make a change. 

  I know my Drinking is out of control, but I don't know how to stop
The first step toward alcohol treatment is to acknowledge that there is a problem and then make a commitment for change.  This can be very hard.  People tell me that they feel defeated.  They feel discouraged and even ashamed that they have not been able to manage the drinking and use alcohol in moderation.  Usually, they don't really want to quit.  Alcohol has provided them a lot of comfort and support through the years and the thought of quitting makes them very nervous. These feelings and thoughts are natural and not uncommon at all.  

Also, it is important to remember that this is a phase.  You will not feel this way very long.  To get through this phase though, you need to be gentle with yourself.  Many people believe that being hard on themselves will keep them from slipping back into their usual drinking patterns.  The opposite is actually true.  Going easy on yourself, setting realistic goals and not expecting perfection will help you make progress.  

Overcoming alcoholism can be a long and bumpy road. At times, it may even feel impossible. But it’s not. Alcohol Treatment is, in many ways, similar to any other process that needs persistence.  If you’re ready to stop drinking and willing to get the support you need, you can recover from alcoholism—no matter how bad the addiction or how powerless you feel.  Moreover, it is a myth that alcohol treatment can begin only after you hit rock bottom; you can make a change at any time.

The following 10 Steps are designed to help you finally make that change.  

Step # 1:  Acknowledge that there is a problem:  You may have already done that but it is important to dig deeper here.  You may have admitted that at times you drink too much, but usually your next sentence is, “Yes, but I can quit any time that I want to” or “ I am really a safe drinker.  My wife has a habit of exaggerating stuff”.  Your drinking may have jeopardized friendships, relationships, finances, your job but you remain convinced that all these problems have nothing to do with your drinking or using drugs.   
It is time to face reality.  Without acknowledging reality, you cannot change it.  
Here is something to think about.  Many people have told me that acknowledging feels like defeat.  I tell you, it is actually the opposite.  By acknowledging reality, you stop running away from it and gain the power to change it.  Now you are taking charge of your life for the first time in a long time.  
 
Step # 2:  Commit to stop drinking
 
The question that comes up here is do you have to completely quit drinking.  This is really your decision.  If you want to try moderate alcohol use, set up a plan for it and stick with it.  Decide which days you will drink and how much you will drink. Try to commit to at least two days each week when you will not drink at all. 

While it may be a good idea to try and reduce the amount you drink, I have to tell you that for most people who have a drinking problem, quitting is the best and often times the only option.  In my experience, you may be able to moderate your drinking for sometime, but slowly the amount and frequency will creep back up.  It will start creating issues in your life all over again.  

Look at this logically.  If you were able to drink in moderation, you wouldn’t be reading this report right now.  However, like I said earlier, this is really your choice.  

Step # 3: Evaluate cost and benefits:  Most people with a drinking problem do not decide to quit overnight.  You probably came to this decision after paying a big price: the price may have been a relationship, custody of kids, a promotion or a DUI. Even after admitting you have a drinking problem, you may make excuses and drag your feet.  A good way to jump start the process is to take an inventory of the costs and benefits of your drinking or using.  Use a journal or a notebook to do this.  Divide the page into two columns with one column titled Benefits of Drinking and Costs of Drinking.  Subdivide these columns into two rows: Benefits of Not Drinking and Costs of Not Drinking.  
If you create this cost and benefit analysis honestly, your choices (whatever they may be) will become clear to you.

Step # 4:  Set realistic goals:  Once you’ve made the decision to change your drinking habits, the next step is to establish clear, specific and realistic goals. 

This is an important step because, clear goals will prevent you from “modifying” them whenever the urge hits you.  It is a good idea to write down the goals.  These goals may include your start date, how you will progressively reduce your drinking and how much you will drink.
 
Step # 5: Announce your goal. Inform friends and family members of your intention.  Give them a written copy of your plan and goals. You may have some hesitation in doing this because you don’t want them to be hovering over you or checking on you.  But this is an important step.  You need to be accountable to succeed.  You also need their support.  Ask them to not drink in front of you.  By making them part of your recovery, they become invested in your success.  Set firm boundaries:  Let family members, friends and perhaps coworkers as well know that you cannot have any drinking in the house or attend events where there is alcohol.  

Step # 6: Get rid of temptations. Remove all alcohol, beer mugs, wine glasses and other things that remind you of drinking from your home.  You may feel hesitant to do this. It is true that it can feel very unsettling to get rid of every drop of alcohol from the house.  I know of people who have stashed “just a little bit” as back up.  But the risk of doing this is that when the urge to drink strikes, you will go straight to that bottle. And once you start, you may not be able to stop at one bottle/drink.  

Step # 7:  Get New Friends:  While this may feel hard to do and may be perceived as rude or uncaring, sobriety is now your primary goal.  Avoid your drinking buddies.  In the past you probably always drank when you were hanging out with them. Your brain has created a strong association between alcohol and these friends. These people are not bad, but being around them will sabotage your goals. As they say, if you sit in a barbershop long enough, you will get your hair cut. Attending AA meetings can be a very effective antidote to the loneliness that comes with not drinking and hanging out with your old friends.  The fellowship offers understanding of what you may be going through, support during difficult times and social activities that do not involve alcohol. 

Step # 8:  Learn from the past: Reflect on previous attempts to stop drinking. What worked? What didn’t? What can you do differently this time to avoid pitfalls?  Use your journal to write down your observations.  They will come handy when you are in a difficult place at a later time.

Step # 9: Keep a drinking journal: If you have decided to reduce the amount you drink instead of quitting, it is really important to keep a drinking journal.  Record each drink that you take here for about 3-4 weeks.  You will probably be surprised that what you thought you drank was not accurate at all.   It will also accurately reflect your progress in reducing alcohol consumption.  

Step # 10: Jump Start a new lifestyle: Giving up alcohol and trying to continue with your life just as it used to be is usually not very successful.   You need to overhaul your life in some very positive ways.  Focus on eating right, exercise and getting a good night’s sleep.  All of these decrease stress, prevent mood swings and promote a sense of well-being.  Pick up an old  hobby that has been neglected in favor of drinking and find a new one that you always have wanted to try.  As you engage in doing things you enjoy, alcohol will hold less appeal.

Start Alcoholism treatment:  You first began drinking excessively to cope with a life stressor.   While you are taking care of many of the problems that come with excessive drinking, the original stressors or problems have not disappeared.  They are probably rearing their heads now and you are having difficulty coping with them.  To really address the underlying issues around drinking, you need to start seeing a counselor who knows understands and has experience with treating alcoholism.  You may be surprised at how much progress you can make through this process and how much easier it becomes to stay sober.  

Expect Setbacks: Alcoholism treatment is not a quick and easy process. In general, the longer and more alcohol you have used over the years, the longer and more intense the treatment you will need. 

Alcoholism treatment is a process  --it is not a destination.  This process can be long and usually has setbacks.  This is an important factor to keep in mind, so that you expect setbacks and do not give up at the first sign of a slip or a relapse. 

I have followed these Steps, but I think I need more.

“But I have done these things and they help a little. But they are not enough to really turn things around.”  Ok, so you are at a decision point here.  May be you do need more than these 10 simple steps. It is possible that you are exhausted and need someone with understanding and experience with alcoholism treatment to support and guide you through this tough time.  Maybe you are drinking less but you want to make more long-term changes in your life so that you don’t get back to where you started in the future.  
  
You are right. While these steps help, you may be exhausted and weary from fighting your triggers and your urges and getting from one day to another.  Perhaps you need counseling so that you have this person on your side who understands your struggle and has seen many many people work through their addiction.  Their knowledge skills and strategies could make the journey easier.  

Even if you have decided that counseling would be helpful to you, you may continue to have some reservations.  Let me see if I can address some of these concerns:

Stigma:  “If I was strong enough, I would be able to do it by myself” Or  “What does this mean about me that I need a shrink?”
 I understand that sometimes it can feel difficult to ask for help especially when you have not been feeling good about yourself.  But the fact is, you have tried to do it yourself. What is important is not whether or not you can do it by yourself, but rather, whether or not you have the foresight and courage to see when you need help and ask for it.  

   Therapy is expensive. Yes, It is true that therapy is expensive.  But the question is, is it more expensive than losing a marriage or a career?  A DUI can cost upward of $10,000! And that is only to repair the damage, not resolve the issue.  Are you less effective at work meetings because you are hung over? You may think that no one has noticed but they probably have noticed that there are days that you are not totally on top of your game.  Your spouse has noticed that you are often withdrawn or irritable or both.  You don't want to engage and participate and you are interested only in activities that involve drinking.  These things have huge costs in the long run.  Add to it the loss of your potential and quality of life.  
Once you have added up these costs, do you still believe that therapy is expensive.
Can Alcoholism Treatment really help me? 
I have worked with Addictions for many many years.  While it 
is not always easy at first, you will begin to feel in charge of your life very soon.  
Here are some ways in which psychotherapy will help you:
· Gain an understanding about alcoholism
· Define goals for overcoming it
· Learn tools to cope with stress that trigger urges
· Understand why certain things bother you and how you can best deal with them
· Separate your true personality from the mood swings and anxiety caused by alcohol use 
· Heal past trauma
· Rebuild relationships with family and friends
· Establish structure and routine in your life 
· Develop a plan for coping with crises
· End underlying and long-standing issues that caused you to drink excessively in the first place.	

[bookmark: _GoBack]“I think I need counseling for Alcoholism treatment.  But what exactly happens at the first session?”
Most people are curious and even apprehensive about what they can expect at their first session.  Forget everything you’ve seen in the movies and on television:  If there’s one profession that’s been grossly misrepresented by the media, it’s the therapy profession. Television and movies have given therapy a bad rep.  You don’t have to lie on the couch and have me repeat everything you say.

During our first session, I will get to know you and what brings you in today.  I may ask you about your family, children, medical issues, etc.  But most of all I want to know how alcoholism affects you on a day-to-day basis.  Often alcohol addiction starts with a triggering event—a job loss, a death or divorce although sometimes it can start with no triggering event.  I will ask you about this.  Next, we will plan goals for your wellness. How do you want to be feeling at the end of this process?  This step will give us a specific direction towards which we are headed.  
· Nothing weird will happen:  Nothing weird will happen unless you consider you talking with another person to be weird.  You will find me and my office a pretty normal place.  I say this because movies and television often portray therapist as stuffy or weird or both.  Most therapists are neither.

Therapy is a team effort.  Take an active role in the process.  My style is collaborative so be open and honest about your feelings and ask questions.  The more you understand the counseling experience or how counseling works, the more comfortable you’ll be. Ask questions about the therapy process, and ask me to repeat anything you don’t understand.

Be sure to go to your first session with realistic expectations. Therapy is not a one-session fix, rather it is a process. As we work together towards you wellness goals, it can be a successful tool toward resolving problems.

At the end of the first session, you’ll probably feel good.   For as much as people dread and avoid seeing a therapist, they usually feel really good about it afterwards.  Relieving the tension of pent up emotions feels good.  It also feels good to be understood and supported by another person.  Believe it or not, a lot of people see therapists, not because they’re “crazy” but because they want feel better and resolve a problem.  
	
	


So what is the next step?
The next step is to make an appointment.  Just make the call to set up an appointment.   I know it can feel hard to pick up the phone then forget the call.  Just make an appointment online. Its easy!
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