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WHO IS THIS GUIDE FOR?
This pocket guide is for anyone who cares for someone 

using alcohol/other drugs who has ongoing poor 
health. You may live with them or you may live  

far away, but if you are worried about their 
health, then this guide is for you.

WHAT DO WE MEAN  
BY ALCOHOL/DRUG 
PROBLEM?
If someone uses alcohol/drugs so often that it causes them 
harm, or worries the people who care about them, then that 
is a problem – even if they say it isn’t for them. They may 
not agree that they are struggling to cope with life, but if 
you feel that their alcohol/drug use is a problem, then you 
need support for yourself, even if they keep turning down 
help.

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY  
‘POOR HEALTH’?
People may become ill because of their alcohol/drug use 
or they may have a long-term health problem that started 
beforehand. Mainly we are thinking about long-term ill 
health that may get worse over time – that may eventually 
result in them dying.



•  Everyone – absolutely everyone – deserves good health 
and social care throughout their life. A person’s alcohol/
drug use is not a reason to stop them getting good care.

•  If you are concerned about somebody’s health, try talking 
to them about what your worries are in as calm a way as 
you can. Listen to what their views are. If they do not want 
to discuss your concerns, find someone understanding you 
can talk to about it – this may be a friend, a GP, a local 
alcohol / drug service, a social worker or Adfam.  

•  It is extremely stressful to care for someone using alcohol/
drugs. The strain you are facing can cause you physical, 
mental and emotional health problems; financial worries; 
family breakdown; your own substance use or other 
problems. 

•  If the person you care for refuses to get help, you and 
possibly other members of your family will still need 
support for yourselves. Getting help in your own right is 
hugely important. If you don’t find the right help on your 
first attempt, please keep trying other options.

•  There are many people who know what it is like to care  
for someone who uses alcohol/drugs a lot. But many do 
not. You need to be able to talk openly and frankly about 
the difficulties of caring for someone who uses alcohol/
drugs – so that people understand what advice and 
support you need.

IMPORTANT  
THINGS TO  
KNOW

•  People often rely on 
alcohol/drugs when they 
have stressful or painful 
emotions that they do not 
know how to cope with. 
They may find it really difficult 
to talk with you about their 
health in an open way. Perhaps 
they fear being judged for their 
alcohol/drug use and blamed 
for bringing about their health 
problems. They may deny that there 
is a problem and refuse to seek help.

•  They may feel that they can’t alter their 
alcohol/drug use – even if it makes their 
health worse. They need to know that 
they deserve good healthcare even if 
they continue to use. 

•  It is very difficult to stay calm 
when talking about things that 
worry us. In families where 
there has been a lot of alcohol/
drug use, there is often a lot of 
frustration, grievance, anger 
and a sense of betrayal. But 
heated discussions will 
not help. So, try to have a 
gentle conversation, whilst 
remembering that you may 
not be able to solve the 
problem without help 
from others.

TALKING TO  
YOUR RELATIVE/

FRIEND ABOUT 
THEIR POOR 

HEALTH

HEALTH  
CARE is a 

RIGHT  
Not a 

PRIVILEGE
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•  Try to open up some discussions like this: Can we 
talk about your health? How do you feel it is at the 
moment? Have you any worries about it?  I’m hoping that 
everything is alright with your health, but I’m worried …

•  No matter how hard you try, it may not be possible at this 
time to have a conversation with your relative. Suggest 
discussing it again soon when you are both able to talk 
openly. Try to keep any conversation calm.

•  Whether that conversation goes well or not, you are likely 
to need professional help. Start by talking to your GP 
about your concerns. If they do not help you, ask to see 
another GP or try your local alcohol/drug service.

You may need to get practitioners 
to understand that your friend/relative 
is reluctant to get help for themselves, but that 
they need help for their health. Try explaining:

TALKING TO PRACTITIONERS 
ABOUT YOUR RELATIVE/

FRIEND’S HEALTH

“ I have some serious 
concerns about my 
[relative’s/friend’s] health. 
I need your help to work 
out what needs to be 
done.”

“ I think my [relative/
friend] could be seriously 
unwell. I know they drink/
use drugs, but it’s more than 
that. I need someone to take 
my concerns seriously.”

REMEMBER: every person has a right to get good care, 
even if they continue to use alcohol/drugs. Sadly, some 
people (including some medical or social care staff) may not 
understand and may have negative attitudes. Do not let that 
put you off getting the help you deserve. Keep looking for 
other people who show you the compassion and support you 
need. You may want to have someone attend the appointment 
with you to support you.

As your relative/friend becomes more ill, they will need 
medical and social care – and you will need support for 
yourself too. Over time you are likely to need a range of help, 
including: practical assistance with caring tasks, medical 
treatment and advice, equipment for your home and care for 
yourself too. You may need to approach a range of people, 
including: your GP, your local alcohol/drug service, a social 
worker or palliative care service. The sooner you can get 
support, the better chance there is of timely support. 
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•  As your relative/friend becomes more ill and the care 
you need to give grows, you may feel exhausted and 
overwhelmed. You need to look after yourself to relieve 
the strain you are under and make sure that you stay as 
well as you can – both physically and mentally. 

•  Try to take time every day to do something that relaxes 
you. Get into as healthy a daily routine as you can: eat 
good food, sleep well and try some regular exercise. 
Talk to trusted friends about how you are feeling. You 
need to offload your worries to someone who can give 
you compassion. They may not be able to change 
anything but showing that they care for you and 
understand how difficult a situation you are in will be  
a huge help anyway. 

•  You have no control over how your relative/friend lives 
their life. If you want to stay in their life, you may have 
to accept that they may always use alcohol/drugs and 
love them anyway. So, it is crucial that you live your life 
in as positive a way as you can – with boundaries that 
minimise the strain on you. This can be particularly 
difficult for both parents and children of people who 
use alcohol/drugs – so you may benefit from finding a 
support group where you can meet other people in a 
similar situation.

CARING FOR 
YOURSELF

GETTING SUPPORT  
FOR YOURSELF 

Some families become quite isolated – they may feel 
ashamed about their loved one’s alcohol/drug use and 
want to keep it secret or feel that others are judging 
them. It can be really helpful to talk to people who 
understand what you are going through. There may 
be a support group for families caring for a member 
using alcohol/drugs near you. But if not, these 
charities may be able to help and advise you:

Adfam aims to improve support for families affected 
by drugs and alcohol.  It has a directory of family support 
groups across the UK and its website includes videos 
explaining how families can understand drug or alcohol use 
and learn to help themselves. 

Adfam@Home is an online service of one-to-one and  
group support. 

http://www.adfam.org.uk/

http://www.adfam.org.uk/
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Al-Anon Family Groups provide support to 
anyone whose life is, or has been, affected by someone 
else’s drinking, regardless of whether that person is still 
drinking or not. For some of our members, the wounds 
still run deep, even if their relative/friend may no longer 
be a part of their lives or have died. 

http://www.al-anonuk.org.uk/  

Helpline 020 7403 0888

DrugFAM provides safe, caring and professional support 
to families, friends and carers who are struggling to cope a 
relative/friend’s addiction to drugs or alcohol. Through their 
range of services they give families the strength to break 
free from the cycle of addiction and rebuild their lives. 

http://www.drugfam.co.uk/ 

Helpline 0300 888 3853  

Life Rooms operate in Walton and Bootle areas of 
Liverpool and also Southport. They are a free NHS service 
providing safe spaces to meet other people, find out about a 
range of opportunities and community resources. Examples 
include: volunteering, employment, social activities, advice 
and much more. There’s also café and IT access. 

The website is www.liferooms.org

SMART Recovery® Family & Friends (F&F) aims to 
provide a network of support meetings for people affected 
by the addictive behaviour of someone close to them. 
The F&F programme invites participants to spend time 
concentrating on themselves and their goals, this also 
includes exploring whether their habitual responses to their 
friend/relative are helpful or not. SMART F&F explores 
ways that participants can look after themselves better and 
establish healthier relationships with their friend/relative. 

Online Community at: www.smartrecovery.org.uk

http://www.al-anonuk.org.uk/
http://www.drugfam.co.uk/
http://www.liferooms.org
http://www.smartrecovery.org.uk


CONTACT

To find out more about SUAB and its activities or to talk to 
us about research collaboration, please get in touch via: 

Email: SUAB@mmu.ac.uk  
Tel: 07775 680418 
  @SUABManMet

mailto:SUAB@mmu.ac.uk
https://twitter.com/SUABManMet

