
How to Help an Alcoholic – and Yourself 
Alcohol is the most commonly used drug; world-wide more than 200 million 

people are alcoholics. Alcoholism is a condition with a social stigma. Because of 

this, alcoholics often feel ashamed of their drinking, try to hide it, avoid getting 

help, or refuse to believe that they are alcoholics.  

     Alcoholism has physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual dimensions. It’s complex and challenging 

but you can be safe while you help an alcoholic. Fighting addiction is hard, but its continued effects are 

worse on the alcoholic and everyone around him or her. Good news: it’s never too late -- addiction can 

be beaten. If unsure how to help an alcoholic, contact your EAP, doctor or insurance company to learn of 

options. Meanwhile: 

 

1. Educate yourself. To help alcoholics, we need to understand addiction. Different theories describe it 

-- such as disease or genetics -- but none are 100% accurate or apply to every addict. Various factors 

can drive someone to alcoholism and these factors can interact and affect each other in 

unpredictable ways. Learn as much as you can about alcoholism. Even if you don’t agree with some 

theories (such as it being an uncontrollable disease), the more you know, the more tools you’ll have 

to deal with an alcoholic. Here are some resources to get started: 

 

• Wikipedia’s entry on Alcoholism – offers a good general overview of alcoholism. 

• Al-Anon – offers meetings where alcoholics’ friends and family share experiences and get 

support from one another. 

• Alcoholics Anonymous – offers almost hourly meetings every day of the week, and online 

options, to help any who want to confront their drinking problem. AA’s Big Book is a must-read 

to understand alcoholism and learn from its recovery community’s stories. 

 

2. Put Yourself First. Having someone close to you who abuses alcohol can devastate your emotional, 

physical and mental health as well as negatively impact your other relationships. To help an 

alcoholic, you must first help yourself. Do this by separating your emotions, personal growth and 

happiness from the addict’s sobriety or drunkenness (this is taught at Al-Anon). To make good 

decisions for yourself and the alcoholic, you can’t be wrapped up emotionally in their self-

destructive behavior. This doesn’t mean you stop caring for them (still do what you can to help 

them), but being in emotional bondage will cause you great pain and cloud your judgment. Your 

priority is your emotional health and stability – which will also strengthen you to help the alcoholic.  

 

3. Get Help. The healthier and happier you are, the more likely the alcoholic will want to become 

healthy too. Counseling can help you identify behaviors you have control over and those you don’t, 

give you a greater understanding of why the alcoholic acts the way he/she does, resolve your 

negative feelings toward the alcoholic and their drinking, and identify ways you can effectively deal 

with the alcoholic’s negative behaviors. If you focus too much on the alcoholic, she/he can easily 

divert attention from what you’re doing, but if you make yourself a priority, addicts are forced to 

face their own behavior. Be active with your faith community, family and hobbies. Enjoy life. 



4. Share Your Honest Concerns with the Alcoholic and that you want them to get help. Talk only when

you’re both sober and calm; talking to a drunk is a waste of time; they can't rationally process what’s

said and may become defensive. Rather than being judgmental or angry, try to come from a position

of concern such as, "You drink 5 or 6 beers when we go out so I'm concerned you may be addicted,"

rather than, "You got drunk again last night and must stop drinking." While your comments may

come at just the right time, it’s unlikely a first talk will get them to change, but much later they’ll

recall it when they’re ready to seek help, so share truth, care, and hope. And pray for them.

5. Don’t Hide the Problem from Family or Friends. Relatives of alcoholics are often embarrassed by the

alcoholic’s behavior, so avoid gatherings where they’d have to answer questions about the

alcoholic’s inappropriate actions or absence. But hiding the problem helps no one. The alcoholic’s

behavior is their responsibility; let them feel ashamed when sober again or experience consequences

such as not being invited again. The more they experience negative consequences for drinking, the

more likely they are to want to change.

6. Set Boundaries and Consequences for Breaches. You can’t help an alcoholic if they drag you down.

To maintain your sanity, health and life, when the alcoholic is sober, explain your specific boundaries

and requirements of them -- such as not drinking, not driving when drunk, getting help, going to

work every day, etc. Boundaries should protect you from unwanted consequences due to their

drinking; boundaries should not punish them for drinking. Also, state a specific consequence for each

breached boundary -- and when they disregard one, you must execute the stated consequences, to

protect yourself. For example, some families may allow an alcoholic to stay in jail after an arrest or

refuse to allow re-entry to the home when drunk. You may feel you’re abandoning them during their

greatest need, but alcoholics must learn to take responsibility for their actions – and won’t learn if

you accept their behavior. Limits help alcoholics to decide that they want to stop drinking.

7. Hold an Intervention. If all else fails, you may need to organize a formal intervention. Despite their

portrayal on TV, interventions should be a last resort – they’re solely for an alcoholic spiraling out of

control who hasn’t responded to anything else. If you choose to hold an intervention, plan it with the

alcoholic’s closest friends and family members (who aren’t alcoholics or addicts themselves).

Carefully plan its timing; the greatest chance of success is when an alcoholic is hitting rock bottom or

just experienced a major consequence of their drinking, and is sober.

8. When the Alcoholic is Ready to Get Help. The alcoholic must be ready to change before any

treatment will be effective. When he/she is ready, check what substance abuse treatment their

insurance, if any, will cover. If not, check online for free treatment services. Consider the options:

some alcoholics do well in rehabilitation facilities where they live-in and interact with others working

to overcome alcohol abuse. Others do well in out-patient programs, where they continue to live at

home and go to work or school while regularly going to a hospital or rehab center for treatment. The

alcoholic and family may both benefit from therapy and counseling during treatment.
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