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About Susan Laurie and Alcohol 

Change UK

• Alcohol Change UK

• Alcohol Change UK is a leading UK alcohol 

charity, working towards a society that is free from 

the harm caused by alcohol

• We are not anti alcohol – the simple fact is that 

alcohol is embedded in our culture and a part of life 

for many.



What I will be covering today

• Overview – problem drinking in the UK

• My story –

• Why attitudes to problem drinkers matter

• Stereotypes and Stigma – impact on the NHS

• The way forward – key considerations to help reduce 

the burden that alcohol places on the NHS.



Problem Drinking In The UK

• Public Health England has found that more than 8.4 

million people are now drinking at problem levels, up 

from 4.8 million in February 2020 - doubled

• Experts said the increase was being driven by a number 

of factors including lockdown, anxiety about the 

pandemic and job uncertainty.

• The pandemic itself, disruption, and isolation are 

increasing stress for many people.



Problem Drinking In The UK

• Addiction services in England could struggle to cope 

with "soaring" numbers of people misusing alcohol, the 

Royal College of Psychiatrists is warning.

• The College says deep cuts made to addiction services 

could mean patients will miss out on life-saving care.



My Story

• How outdated stereotypes that exist are preventing 

people from seeking help for problem drinking and 

impacting on how people engage with treatments.

• How by simply re-framing the ‘problem drinker’ in our 

mind we can reduce the burden that alcohol places 

on the NHS.

A small shift in attitude can have 

an impact on these figures



• Alcohol took me as low as alcohol can take a person 

- In trouble with police, waking up in hospital on a 

drip with no recollection of why

- Ultimately 24/7 drinking. Alone. Avoiding 

withdrawal at all costs. Dying.

• Took years to get there. Textbook progression

• Over the years I tried everything that you would 

expect a person to try:

- Multiple trips to GP / Counselling sessions / AA 12 

steps / Rehab / SMART Therapy

- Weird, wacky sometimes dangerous private 

treatments.

My Story



Stereotypes and stigma are the key barriers to 

people seeking help for alcohol problems, and 

can negatively impact treatment outcomes.

My Message



Stereotypes / 
Labels

Stigma / 
Judgement

Culture of 
blame

Shame

Weak / Irresponsible

Not trying / don’t want to get 
better / choice

Alcohol thrives on shame



• Reluctance to seek help in the early days

• Embarrassment

• Fear – Social Services / DVLA / Employer / 

Confidentiality

• Worry about being ‘on the radar’

• If treatment fails people blame themselves – weak / 

something wrong with me / more likely to go 

‘underground’ because of being ‘on the radar’

• Vulnerable people are then more likely to pay for 

private treatment / therapists

• Can do more harm than good

• NHS picks up the pieces.

Impact of Stereotypes, Stigma and 

Shame



• If people seek help earlier, they are less likely to 

progress to dependence – less impact on the NHS

• Break down stereotypes – this is not a lifestyle 

choice. This has been achieved with mental health

• Empathy – e.g. NHS messaging to reassure people 

that you understand people may have been drinking 

more…

• The NHS is picking up the pieces and paying for the 

damage that some private therapists cause.

Key Considerations - NHS



• Think – when someone comes to you with concerns 

about their drinking, they are feeling ashamed and 

afraid. It takes a lot of strength just to get to see you

• Reassurance is key – confidentiality

• People lie about units (embarrassment/fear) – we 

need to ask more nuanced questions

• Understand - beating alcohol dependence once you 

are in its grip is incredibly difficult – not weakness.

Key Considerations– the individual



Alcohol Change UK provides free interactive tools

www.alcoholchange.org.uk

• Go to Alcohol Facts / Interactive tools

• Check Your Drinking – how healthy is it?

• Unit Calculator

• Alcohol Quiz – check your alcohol knowledge

• Alcohol and Your Body

• Try Dry App – help with cutting down.

Useful Resources

http://www.alcoholchange.org.uk/

