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*Both males and females have problems with alcohol. For grammatical simplicity, however, “he” will be 
used throughout this booklet to represent both males and females.

Introduction
A lcohol is the most used, and abused, drug in the world …

 and it always has been. For all of human history, people 
have found ways to distill or ferment their crops, resulting in 
alcoholic drinks. Alcohol has 
been used as part of sacred 
rituals, as an accompaniment 
to a meal, as a treat to be 
shared socially, and as a 
means of relaxation and 
celebration. And just as it has 
always been used carefully by 
many people, alcohol has always been abused by others.
 We know a great deal about alcohol: how it makes us feel, 
how it affects our bodies, how it causes addiction. Despite our 
modern knowledge, however, we have the same problems that 
have always been experienced by societies that use it. Millions of 
people don’t use alcohol at all; millions use it as an occasional 
pleasure; and millions of others suffer because they (or someone 
they care about) can’t control their misuse of alcohol.
 Alcoholics are people who cannot control their drinking. 
Some alcoholics had no control of their drinking from the 
first time they drank. Other alcoholics found that, over time, 
they gradually increased their use of alcohol until it became as 
important as family, friends, and work.
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Some definitions
F or the purposes of this booklet, responsible drinking is

 defined as a behavior that does not endanger lives or the 
quality of life of the drinker or those around him.
 Irresponsible drinking will be defined as the occasional 
misuse of alcohol. Irresponsible drinking can be thought of as 
associated with a particular event, rather than as a pattern of 
behavior. The drinker who slips up and drinks irresponsibly 
generally can control his drinking and on almost all occasions 
does prevent his own life or the lives of others from being 
harmed or threatened by the misuse of alcohol.
 Alcoholic drinking, on the other hand, is a pattern of 
behavior that does endanger life and threatens or damages the 
quality of life of the drinker and those around him. It doesn’t 
matter how often or how much he drinks. The person who only 
drinks three times a year but drives home drunk each time is 
as much an alcoholic drinker by this definition as the person 
who drinks a six-pack every night after work and never drives 
after drinking — but who has the unhappiest family in the 
neighborhood. In both cases, drinking is threatening the life 
and damaging the quality of life of both the drinker and those 
around him and is therefore, by definition, alcoholic drinking.

How do you tell the difference?
 Let’s look at two people who attend a party and drink too 
much. Both drive home and 
narrowly miss losing control 
on a sharp curve. Both are 
shaken up and realize they 
could have been killed or killed 
someone else. Both vow they 
will not permit themselves to 
be in that position again.
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 The social drinker who drank irresponsibly on this single 
occasion is able to follow through on that promise. He takes 
steps to monitor his alcohol intake and he’s able to stop 
drinking when he recognizes he’s approaching his safe limit. If 
he drinks too much, he makes sure he doesn’t drive. The social 
drinker plans ahead and carries out his plans.
 The alcoholic drinker, on the other hand, is unable to keep 
the promise he made to himself. He is unable to accurately 
monitor his alcohol intake. “Just a small nightcap” is the 
one that pushes him from a marginally competent to an 
incompetent driver. Even though he wants to drink like the 
social drinker and decides to 
be careful, once the alcoholic 
drinker starts drinking, many 
times he doesn’t stop. 
 Odds are that he will again 
find himself shaking after 
a narrow miss — and again 
promising himself that it will 
not happen again. That’s if he is lucky. If he’s unlucky, someone 
is hurt or dead.

Defining the problem isn’t 
the same as admitting the problem

 Most Americans drink. About a third of us do not. Some 
people view any alcohol use as an abuse of one’s body or of 
God’s law. Other people see no problem with an individual 
regularly having several beers (or more on the weekend); they 
argue that such a drinker does not pose a threat to himself or 
society (provided he doesn’t drive after drinking or spend his 
money on drink rather than on family necessities).
 There is little agreement on what an acceptable alcohol usage 
level should be. Perhaps that is the greatest problem in assessing 
someone else’s or one’s own alcohol use.
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 People who abuse alcohol usually deny they’re doing anything 
unusual. They look at how they drink and argue to themselves 
that they’re not very different from lots of other people — and 
they may even say they drink less than others they know.
 Since it’s difficult to agree on “how much is too much,” a 
better measurement to use to assess your drinking is to look at 
behaviors that indicate your alcohol use pattern has a potential 
for harm, or is already causing harm. Keep in mind that it 
is not just the frequency or quantity of your alcohol use that 
should be considered when assessing alcohol’s impact … you 
must also look at the effects its use has on your school, work, 
family, or personal life.

What’s the problem?
S ome people drink and don’t have problems. Other people

 drink and do have problems. How can you know if you’re 
likely to have a problem with alcohol? Or, if you think you 
might already have a problem, what makes you different from 
those who drink but don’t have problems?
 We know that it does not depend on who you are or where 
you live. Alcohol problems occur in all racial groups, at all 
levels of society, and in all types of homes. But we also know 
that if you are a male and 
have a father or a brother 
who is an alcoholic, you 
have as much as a one out of 
two chance of becoming an 
alcoholic yourself. However, 
there’s no way of predicting in 
advance if you’re the one who 
will develop alcoholism or the one who won’t.
 Fortunately, we’ve learned quite a bit about the factors that 
affect drinking patterns and how individuals react to alcohol.
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u Factor # 1: Your genetic inheritance. Your genes are
inherited from your parents, and they determine how your
body works. Some people are predisposed to an inability
to handle alcohol, just as some people inherit a tendency to
develop diabetes or hypertension.

This is not a hard and fast rule, and it does not mean that
the children of an alcoholic will necessarily develop the
same problem. It just means that we don’t all handle alcohol
in the same way, and that this trait can be passed from one
generation to the next.

u Factor # 2: Where and how you grew up and learned to drink.
If you have been exposed to drinking as an adult activity
in which alcohol is used carefully and moderately, you are
likely to become the same kind of responsible drinker. If you
grew up seeing alcohol used heavily, you are more likely to
use alcohol that way yourself.

u Factor # 3: The amount you drink. Obviously, if you never
drink or drink rarely, physical dependence cannot develop.
If you drink a moderate amount — one to two drinks a day,
just about every day — alcohol is probably already a habit
with you. Whether or not it is a
destructive habit depends on other
factors, as we shall see.

But be aware that this is the
point at which social drinkers
can develop problems. Moderate
drinkers are the ones who enjoy
drinking regularly, and who
believe that they can handle it.
And indeed, they often can. But if
other factors develop — including a
carelessness about how much or how often you drink — the
step across the line to alcohol dependency is a short one.

People who drink heavily (three drinks a day or more) are
often already dependent on alcohol. This is because alcohol
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Drinking to escape 
bad feelings and situations 

can become a habit.

is an addictive substance; it causes reactions in the brain that 
the brain comes to depend on and to demand. 
 Addiction happens when your body becomes so 
accustomed to a regular intake of alcohol that it has to have 
it, and any break in the flow causes real discomfort. When 
the brain reaches the point that it depends on alcohol, 
you are no longer in control. Instead, you have a physical 
condition which controls you.

u Factor # 4: The reason you drink. Why you drink can tip
the scale from social drinking to problem drinking. Many
people start off using alcohol as a way of “unwinding” or
“loosening up.” If they begin to think of alcohol as one way

they can trust to feel good, it’s often 
a short step to becoming a way of 
escaping the bad feelings caused by 
life’s problems. 
    When the drinker uses alcohol for 
escape, he is adding psychological 

dependence — the emotional need for alcohol — to the 
physical one. Both body and mind depend on alcohol; even 
when it becomes clear that drink is causing problems, the 
need persists.

u Factor # 5: How much you know. People who understand
alcohol and its risks pay attention to how much, when, and
why they drink. A social drinker
might say, “I’ve been drinking
more than I like. I’m going to cut
back,” and then do it.

People who have problems with
alcohol tend to be unaware of how
much they drink, how important
it has become to them, or why
they are drinking. Inattention and
carelessness allow you to slide into
habits that you never wanted.
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Danger signals
T he problems that result from problem drinking are well

 understood and well known. They include loss of work, loss 
of health, marital and family difficulties, violence, increased 
risk of accidental death, loss of friends and reputation. And 
alcohol, all by itself, can kill you.
 All this can be avoided, of course. While people who develop 
drinking problems tend to be unaware of their situation, 
people who are attentive to their drinking patterns can protect 
themselves against those problems. One way to do this is to 
know the danger signals. See how you shape up by putting a 
check next to each statement that is true for you:

 You’ve had problems with family, neighbors, employers, or the
police because of alcohol.

 You do things when you’re drinking that you wouldn’t do sober.

 You greatly prefer alcohol to be a part of your social activities; you
don’t want to go to an event where alcohol won’t be available.

 You’re vague or deceitful about how much you drink.

 You drink when you’re angry or feeling other strong emotions.

 You prefer to spend your time with other drinkers.

 You drink before or during work.

 You call in sick because of a hangover.

 You frequently drink until you’re drunk.

 You urge others to “keep up with” you and drink as much as you
do.

 You frequently talk about alcohol.

 You drink and then drive.

 You have been injured, or you’ve injured someone else, while
under the influence of alcohol.

 You talk about events in terms of alcohol, e.g., how much you
drank at a wedding or at the game.

 You are defensive, irritated, or angered when someone suggests
you’re drinking too much.

 You drink to forget your problems.
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 You drink after a conflict at home or at work.

 You drink by yourself, not one drink but many.

 Your personality changes when you drink.

 You sometimes can’t remember what happened while you were
drinking.

 You’d be embarrassed if people knew how much you drank.

 You express guilt about your drinking.

 You blame other people and things for your problems, including
your drinking.

 You say you can cut back or quit, but you don’t do it.

Take a good look
 Any one of these behaviors raises questions about a drinker’s 
ability to control his drinking!
 If you find that one or more of these statements describes you, 
it should raise concerns in 
your mind about how alcohol 
is affecting your life; it may 
mean you are not always in 
control of your use of alcohol. 
You need to take a closer look 
at your behavior and find out 
what it means.
 For instance, if lying about how much you drink describes 
your behavior, ask yourself why you need to lie about it. Or, if 
you promised yourself you would not drive after drinking, and 
you do end up driving anyway, you need to ask yourself why 
decisions you make when sober are not carried out once you 
begin drinking.
 Remember that an alcoholic may still be in partial control 
of his alcohol consumption. You may be able to abstain from 
drinking for a considerable period of time.
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