What are alcohol abuse and alcohol dependence?

While some people can enjoy a drink now and then without any problem, other people are not able to control how often or how much they drink. Nearly 3 in 10 adults in the United States drink too much or too often or have problems because of their drinking.

If you are not able to quit or cut back on your drinking, even though you know it is causing problems, you might have a problem with alcohol abuse or alcohol dependence. 

Alcohol abuse means having unhealthy or dangerous drinking habits, such as drinking too often or drinking too much. Alcohol abuse can harm your relationships, cause you to miss work, and make it hard to meet your obligations. It can lead to legal problems, such as being arrested for disorderly conduct or driving while intoxicated. If alcohol abuse continues, it can lead to dependence.

Alcohol dependence (alcoholism) means that you are not able to quit drinking on your own, even when you want to. If you are dependent on alcohol, you are physically and emotionally addicted to it. You might feel compelled to drink, and alcohol might take over your life. You might drink secretly or hide the amount that you drink. Over time, it will take larger amounts of alcohol before you feel its effects. You might get irritable or shaky or have other withdrawal symptoms when you are not able to drink or when you try to quit on your own. 

Over time, drinking too much alcohol can cause or make worse health problems such as heart disease, high blood pressure, stroke, liver disease, gallstones, pancreatitis, and cancer. It can also cause problems at school or work and with relationships. If you have trouble with alcohol, cutting back or quitting can help you live a happier, healthier life. 

Am I drinking too much?

Drinking can become a habit. You might have friends or family members who drink often, so drinking a lot might seem normal. Or you might not realize how much, or how often, you drink. You might not be aware of the problems that alcohol causes in your life. But the more you drink, the greater is your risk for health problems or other problems as a result.

A standard drink is:

· 1 can or bottle of beer [12 fl oz (355 mL)]. 

· 1 glass of wine [5 fl oz (148 mL)]. 

· 1 mixed drink containing 1.5 fl oz (44 mL) of hard liquor. 

You are drinking too much if you are: 1 

· A woman who has more than 7 standard drinks a week or more than 3 drinks in a day. 

· A man who has more than 14 standard drinks a week or more than 4 drinks in a day. 

If you think you might have a drinking problem, take a short quiz to evaluate your symptoms:

Do you have a drinking problem? 

Is some alcohol actually good for my health?

Some studies have found that moderate drinking (no more than 1 standard drink a day for women or 2 standard drinks a day for men) might have some health benefits, such as decreasing the risk of getting heart disease or having a stroke. 

But the idea that "if a little is good, a lot must be better" isn't true when it comes to alcohol. Having more than 1 to 2 standard drinks a day does more harm than good. It can increase your risk of heart failure, stroke, and high blood pressure and cause many other health problems, such as liver damage. 2 

For some people, even moderate drinking has health risks, such as an increased risk of accidents related to drinking and a greater chance of getting certain types of cancer. 2 

Alcohol in any amount can be dangerous for certain people. You should not drink at all if you:

· Are a child or teenager. Drinking alcohol can interfere with your learning, growth, and development, and it is illegal. 

· Are pregnant. Heavy drinking while you are pregnant can cause your child to be born with serious lifelong mental and physical problems (such as fetal alcohol syndrome or fetal alcohol spectrum disorder). Since researchers are not sure about what amount (if any) of alcohol can be safely consumed during pregnancy, the only safe recommendation is not to drink at all. 3 

· Are taking medicines that interact with alcohol. There are more than 130 medicines that can cause health problems if you take them when you drink. 

· Have certain health conditions that are made worse by drinking, such as liver disease. 

· Have had problems before with alcohol abuse or dependence. 

Is alcohol causing problems in my life?

Drinking too much or too often can lead to serious, long-term health problems and trouble with work and relationships. It can even lead to dangerous or illegal behavior (such as driving while intoxicated). Many people with long-term drinking problems eventually have life-threatening injuries or health conditions because of alcohol-related illnesses or accidents.

Many people who have alcohol problems are successful in other areas of their lives, and they might even be able to hide their problems with alcohol for years. Most people have trouble admitting to others or even to themselves that alcohol is causing problems. The good news is that when people realize they have a problem and make a commitment to change, most are able to cut their drinking back to a safe level or to quit altogether.

Are problems with alcohol a sign of weakness?

Addiction to alcohol is not a sign of weakness and does not mean that you lack willpower. Some people who have trouble with alcohol might be able to drink less or quit on their own, but many people who have problems with alcohol need treatment to get better. Addiction to alcohol is a long-term disease, just like diabetes or asthma. You might need professional counseling, medicines, or a combination of the two to get better. If you have been drinking for a long time, you might need medical help with the withdrawal symptoms caused by stopping drinking (detoxification).

What causes alcohol abuse and dependence?

It is not clear why some people develop alcohol use problems and others do not, although experts know that alcoholism can be passed down in families (genetic link). Experts believe that alcohol problems are also caused by cultural values (such as being part of a group of people who drink a lot) and mental health issues (such as drinking as a way of coping with stress or problems). 

What are the signs of alcohol abuse and dependence?

You might have problems with alcohol abuse if you have:

· Had trouble at work, school, or home because of drinking or being hung over. 

· Been in situations where you could have been hurt or could have hurt someone else because of your drinking, such as driving while intoxicated. 

· Had legal problems caused by drinking. 

· Kept drinking even though you knew it was causing problems with your family or friends. 

You might be dependent on alcohol if you have had three or more of the following problems in the last year:

· You need to drink much more than you once did to get the same effect, or when you drink the usual amount the effect is less than before. 

· When you don't drink, you notice withdrawal symptoms (such as shakiness, sweating, or trouble sleeping), or you drink just to prevent withdrawal symptoms. 

· You drink more often than you want to or you drink larger amounts than you want to. 

· You have tried unsuccessfully to quit drinking or to cut back the amount you drink. 

· You spend a lot of time drinking and recovering from drinking. 

· You have given up other activities that are important to you so that you can drink. 

· You continue to drink even though you know your drinking might be causing problems. 

If you crave alcohol, are not able to quit drinking even when you want to, or develop withdrawal symptoms when you stop drinking, you are physically dependent on alcohol. 

Symptoms of alcohol abuse in children and teens are different from the symptoms seen in adults. For more information, see the topic Teen Alcohol and Drug Abuse.

How are alcohol abuse and dependence diagnosed?

Your doctor can diagnose alcohol abuse and dependence based on your medical history, a physical exam, and sometimes a mental health assessment. Your doctor may do other tests to rule out other conditions. 

How are alcohol abuse and dependence treated?

If you are physically dependent on alcohol, the first step of treatment is to relieve symptoms of withdrawal. Once your withdrawal symptoms are treated, the second step of treatment is to work on staying sober. A combination of counseling, support groups, and sometimes medicine can help you do this.

Treatment for withdrawal symptoms can be provided by your doctor. If your withdrawal symptoms are severe, you might need to stay in a hospital until they pass. Your doctor may give you medicines that can help you through withdrawal symptoms. 

Treatment to help you stay sober can come from your doctor or another health professional or from a support group, such as Alcoholics Anonymous (AA). 

When a person has an alcohol use problem, it can affect the lives of his or her family. Often family therapy and education are a part of the recovery process.

Admitting that you have a drinking problem can be hard, but it is the first step to recovery. Although relapse (starting to drink again) is common, alcohol problems can be overcome.

How to stop drinking alcohol

Why should I stop drinking?

Stopping your use of alcohol can improve your general health and quality of life. It can also increase the quality of life of the people you live with and those who care about you. You decrease your chances of developing serious health problems associated with alcohol abuse or dependence. You reduce your chances of injuring yourself or others in alcohol-related accidents. You might also improve relationships with your parents, children, and spouse or other close loved ones. Not drinking also is a good way for you to model responsible behavior for younger people, particularly children and teens.

You can take steps today to stop drinking. Your first step might be to contact a support group, see your doctor, or set a date in the near future to stop. While some people can stop drinking on their own, others need medical help to manage the physical process of withdrawal. 

If you think you have an addiction to alcohol, talk to your doctor about whether you need to withdraw from alcohol under medical supervision. Your doctor can give you medicine that will help you safely withdraw from alcohol. Other medicines might be prescribed later to help you stay sober. With a doctor's help, withdrawal from alcohol is safer. 

healthwise:quiz

1. If you think you have a problem with alcohol abuse or dependence, you should stop drinking. 

a. True 

The answer is correct

Continuing to drink alcohol, even if you do not frequently do so, can lead to problems with your relationships, job performance, and health and to possible legal consequences (such as being arrested for drinking and driving). If alcohol has interfered with your ability to perform daily tasks or with daily function, even if you only drink occasionally, you might need to stop drinking. 

b. False 

The answer is incorrect

Continuing to drink when alcohol use has caused even minor problems in your relationships or job performance or has caused legal problems (such as being arrested for drinking and driving) usually leads to additional and possibly more severe problems in your life. By stopping drinking altogether, you should significantly improve the quality of your life and the lives of those who care about you. 

What resources are available to help you cut down on or stop alcohol use on your own?

You need education and emotional support when you stop drinking, especially if you abuse alcohol or are alcohol-dependent. Some resources that can help you stop drinking include:

· Alcoholics Anonymous (AA). Alcoholics Anonymous organizes meetings all over the world to help those who have a desire to stop drinking. The groups are made up of people who have had alcohol use problems, and you may remain anonymous. 

· Family medicine physicians or other doctors, psychologists, or other health professionals. 

· Inpatient or outpatient treatment centers or hospitals. 

· Local or national alcohol treatment hotlines (check your local white and yellow pages). 

You can contact these organizations and health professionals by phone or by accessing their Web sites online.

healthwise:quiz

1. If you want to stop drinking, you can seek help with any of the following: Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), your family doctor or counselor, a local hospital or alcohol treatment facility, or a local or national alcohol treatment hotline, which you can find in your local phone directory. 

a. True 

The answer is correct

Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) organizes meetings all over the world to help those who have a desire to stop drinking. You can also receive education, information, and support to help you stop drinking by asking your doctor, calling an alcohol treatment hotline, or asking your local hospital or alcohol treatment facility.

b. False 

The answer is incorrect

Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) organizes meetings all over the world to help those who have a desire to stop drinking. You can also receive education, information, and support to help you stop drinking by asking your doctor, calling an alcohol treatment hotline, or asking your local hospital or alcohol treatment facility.

