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• Intense cravings
• Tolerance
• Withdrawal symptoms
• Physical dependence
• Drug-seeking behaviours
• Financial trouble related to

drug use

• Neglecting responsibilities
• Isolating behaviours
• Engaging in increasingly risky

behaviours
• Developing unhealthy

relationships with people who
support addiction

AAddddiiccttiioonn  iiss  ddeeffiinneedd  aass  aa  cchhrroonniicc,,  
rreellaappssiinngg  ddiissoorrddeerr  cchhaarraacctteerriisseedd  bbyy  aa  

ccoommppuullssiivvee  bbeehhaavviioouurr..  

TThhiiss  ccoouulldd  bbee  ssuubbssttaannccee  aabbuussee,,  ggaammbblliinngg  
oorr  aannyy  ootthheerr  hhaarrmmffuull  bbeehhaavviioouurr  wwhhiicchh  wwiillll  
rreessuulltt  iinn  lloonngg  llaassttiinngg  cchhaannggeess  ttoo  tthhee  bbrraaiinn  

aafftteerr  ccoonnttiinnuueedd  uussee..  

IItt  iiss  ccoonnssiiddeerreedd  bbootthh  aa  ccoommpplleexx  bbrraaiinn  
ddiissoorrddeerr  aanndd  aa  mmeennttaall  hheeaalltthh  iillllnneessss.

Symptoms those abusing 
will be aware of

AddictionAddictionAddiction
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Signs other people 
will be aware of

Diagnosis

The first place to seek a diagnosis is with your general practitioner. They will talk 
through the options available, depending on how severe the addiction is and will 

discuss what appropriate services are available.

They will do a baseline assessment and create a referral to the addiction team. 
The team then allocate a support worker to develop a care plan, taking into 

account the risks and relapse potential. They maintain medication with a focus 
on reduction and support.

Treatment

Treatment can vary from person to person but will usually involve -

• Detoxification (detox)

• Talking therapies such 
as Cognitive Behaviour 
Therapy (CBT)

• Charity or private 
therapy clinics

• Reduction and 
maintenance clinics

• Self-help groups like 
Narcotics Anonymous 
(NA) or Alcohol 
Anonymous (AA)

• Change in personality and
behaviour

• Irritability or agitation
• Bloodshot eyes
• Frequent bloody noses
• Shakes or tremors
• Lack of motivation

• Slurred speech
• Change in their daily routines
• Lack of concern for personal

hygiene
• Unusual need for money
• Ongoing financial problems

How to help

Resources for support

Addaction.org.uk – Support for people with drug, alcohol or mental health 
issues, and their loved ones.

BeatingAddictions.co.uk – Information about a range of addictive behaviours 
and treatments.

M-alliance.org – Organisation led by recovering users which provides information 
and advocacy for people accessing treatment for drug and alcohol problems.

TalkToFrank.com – Con�dential help and advice about drugs.

NACOA.org.uk – National Association for Children of Alcoholics provides 
information, support and advice for everyone a�ected by a parent’s drinking, including 
adults.

GamblersAnonymous.org.uk – Support groups for anyone wanting to stop 
gambling.

Turning-point.co.uk – Health and social care services for drug, alcohol and 
mental health issues.

• Offer to go along with a
loved one to meetings

• Be there to listen and make
them feel safe

• Offer alternative ways to
occupy their time

• Join a recreational activity 
class like gardening, pottery, 
joinery or woodwork

• Exercising can make 
sleeping easier – offer to go 
swimming, walking or hiking
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When did you first notice 
that your alcohol use was 
becoming an issue?
“I would notice the next day after drinking that 
I didn’t want to do anything, and that I wouldn’t 
particularly want to go anywhere. That was 
quite early on in late teenage years 
and I probably missed work because of 
that, just feeling really quite down and 
very, very anxious. Where most people 
have hangovers, I would get really bad 
anxiety.”  

What was your experience 
with agoraphobia whilst you 
were drinking?
“I’ve kind of suffered with agoraphobia and 
panic attacks even before alcohol entered my 
life, since I was a young boy, and I still do at 
times. I was first referred for treatment when I 
was nine but back then anxiety was very 
much seen as more common in young girls 
than boys. 

I’d be nervous about going somewhere so I’d 
have a couple of drinks and that would usually 
get me through. It sort of dulled the senses 
and numbed the anxiety, which 
probably made me more comfortable going 
out. Initially it was little things like a couple of 
pints before I went on the train to go out but 
in the end it was really bad. 

I couldn’t leave the house without having a 
drink. It was real ridiculous, I was so scared 
to leave the house at one point and 
alcohol made me feel a bit braver. It just fools 
you into thinking you can do stuff and it fools 
you into thinking you need it. It would be much 
worse when the drink wore off, it would be 
worse than being back at square one, it was 
minus square one.”

Was there a relationship for 
you between anxiety and 
alcohol?
“The alcohol got rid of the anxiety basically, it 
totally eliminated it for a short time. It can 
seem like a quick fix, I mean I think any 
doctor will tell you that - a doctor said to me 
once that’s why they used to keep brandy in 
every doctor’s kit, because it would calm you 
down instantly.

It made me a bit bolder and a bit more 
comfortable in situations but again it’s a 
vicious circle. It comes back tenfold when the 
alcohol wears off, so in the interim you need to 
drink more alcohol. The relationship with 
alcohol and anxiety was really the fact that the 
alcohol made me think I could beat the anxiety 
but in turn it was actually making it worse in 
the long term.”

What was the detox process
like for you and do you have
any advice for anyone who
wants to start detoxing?

“The detox process was long but obviously it
had to be done. When I started to detox, I
went through official channels because with
the amount of drinking I’d been doing, it was
too dangerous to just stop. The issue was that
we couldn’t figure out how much I was drinking
so we put a guess mark number on it - I
thought I was drinking about twenty cans a
day and maybe a bottle of gin or a half bottle
of gin on top of that.

I started coming down by drinking say sixteen
cans then down to twelve, but the guess mark
wasn’t accurate and I went down too quickly,
which caused me to have seizures and I
ended up in hospital for ten days.

That meant a lot of my detox was done whilst
I was a bit out of the game but to anybody who
wants to start detoxing, the first port of call is
your GP. Ask for the help. Go through the
proper channels, it’s not advisable to do it on
your own unsupervised, definitely not.

There are great people out there who will help
you, who will come out and see you and make
sure you’re okay. Go into it with open eyes and
an open mind and get in touch with your
doctor and ask for help.

That’s the biggest thing you need to do, just
ask for help. I didn’t go down the Alcoholics
Anonymous route but I know plenty of people
who have and still do. They swear by it. It

wasn’t for me but we are all different and there
is more than one way of doing things so I
would just say to anyone to keep an open
mind when they are trying to get help or fix
something in their life.”

Do you think there is a
stigma around addiction that
people face? If so, how has
that affected your journey to
sobriety?
“I think there absolutely is a stigma around
addiction. I think I’m a lot more empathetic
now too. People see others struggling in the
street and they’re very dismissive - ‘there’s a
junkie, there’s an alkie, they’re just a waste of
space’. Everybody has a story, something that
has affected them and a reason as to why
they’ve ended up where they are. You’ve got
to try and look at the human aspect of
everything really, in any situation.

It doesn’t matter whether it’s addiction or
money troubles, we need to get away from this
judgemental thing in society. People judge you
but they’ve never walked in your shoes. Or at
least until it affects them or their family, but
that’s just a fact of life that happens with
anything not just addiction.

As for me I did not feel any adverse effect from
being stigmatised against. I knew I was
focused; I knew what I had to do and why I
had to do it but I think there definitely is a
stigma out there and that is something which
needs to be looked at.”

Des – Sober advocate

When did you first notice
that your alcohol use was
becoming an issue?
“I would notice the next day after drinking that
I didn’t want to do anything, and that I wouldn’t
particularly want to go anywhere. That was
quite early on, late teenage years and I
probably missed work because of that, just
feeling really quite down and very, very
anxious. Where most people have hangovers,
I would get really bad anxiety.”

What was your experience
with agoraphobia whilst you
were drinking?
“I’ve kind of suffered with agoraphobia and
panic attacks even before alcohol entered my
life, since I was a wee boy, and I still do at
times. I was first referred for treatment when I
was nine but back then anxiety was very much
seen as more common in young girls than
boys.

I’d be nervous about going somewhere so I’d
have a couple of drinks and that would usually
get me through. It sort of dulled the senses
and numbed the anxiety, which probably
made me more comfortable going out. Initially
it was wee things like a couple of pints before
I went on the train but in the end it was really
bad.

I couldn’t leave the house without having a
drink. It was really, really ridiculous, I was so
scared to leave the house at one point and
alcohol made me feel a bit braver. It just fools
you into thinking you can do stuff and it fools
you into thinking you need it. It would be much
worse when the drink wore off, it would be
worse than being back at square one, it was
minus square one.”

Was there a relationship for
you between anxiety and
alcohol?
“The alcohol got rid of the anxiety basically, it
totally eliminated it for a quick time. It can
seem like a quick fix, I mean I think any doctor
will tell you that, a doctor said to me once
that’s why they used to keep brandy in every
doctor’s kit - because it would calm you down
instantly.

It made me a bit bolder and a bit more
comfortable in situations but again it’s a
vicious circle. It comes back tenfold when the
alcohol wears off, so in the interim you need to
drink more alcohol. The relationship with
alcohol and anxiety was really the fact that the
alcohol made me think I could beat the anxiety
but in turn it was actually making it worse in
the long term.”

What was the detox process 
like for you and do you have 
any advice for anyone who 
wants to start detoxing?

“The detox process was long but obviously it 
had to be done. When I started to detox, I 
went through official channels because with 
the amount of drinking I’d been doing, it was 
too dangerous to just stop. The issue was that 
we couldn’t figure out how much I was drinking 
so we put a guess mark number on it - I 
thought I was drinking about twenty cans a 
day and maybe a bottle of gin or a half bottle 
of gin on top of that. 

I started coming down by drinking say sixteen 
cans then down to twelve, but the guess mark 
wasn’t accurate and I went down too quickly, 
which caused me to have seizures and I 
ended up in a hospital ward for ten days.

That meant a lot of my detox was done whilst 
I was a bit out of the game, but to anybody 
who wants to start detoxing, the first port of 
call is your GP. Ask for the help. Go 
through the proper channels, it’s not 
advisable to do it on your own unsupervised, 
definitely not. 

There are great people out there who will help 
you, who will come out and see you and make 
sure you’re okay. Go into it with open eyes 
and an open mind and get in touch with 
your doctor and ask for help. 

That’s the biggest thing you need to do, 
just ask for help. I didn’t go down the 
Alcoholics Anonymous route but I know 
plenty of people who have and still do. 
They swear by it. 

It wasn’t for me but we are all different and 
there is more than one way of doing things, 
so I would just say to anyone to keep an 
open mind when they are trying to get help 
or fix something in their life.”

Do you think there is a 
stigma around addiction that 
people face? If so, how has 
that affected your journey to 
sobriety?
“I think there absolutely is a stigma around 
addiction. I think I’m a lot more empathetic 
now too. People see others struggling in the 
street and they’re very dismissive - ‘there’s a 
junkie, there’s an alkie, they’re just a waste of 
space’. Everybody has a story, something that 
has affected them and a reason as to why 
they’ve ended up where they are. You’ve got 
to try and look at the human aspect of 
everything really, in any situation. 

It doesn’t matter whether it’s addiction or 
money troubles, we need to get away from this 
judgemental thing in society. People judge you 
but they’ve never walked in your shoes. Or at 
least until it affects them or their family, but 
that’s just a fact of life that happens 
with anything and not just addiction. 

As for me I did not feel any adverse effect from 
being stigmatised against. I knew I was 
focused; I knew what I had to do and why I 
had to do it but I think there definitely is a 
stigma out there and that is something which 
needs to be looked at.”  
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When did you first notice 
signs of addiction in 
someone in your life and 
what were they?

“There are things you notice when you are 
talking to someone, for example their pupils 
are usually notably large and their behaviour 
is very elated or v e r y  flat. Sometimes the 
way they talk will be different, they slur their 
words and they don’t realise they’re doing it 
but it’s obvious to you. 

It depends how it affects them too – 
some people might smoke cannabis and not 
change very much and other people might 
smoke cannabis and change drastically. 
Often when someone is taking drugs they can 
seem ‘tuned to the moon’ and not realise they 
are talking at you instead of to you. 

If it’s someone close to you, you might 
notice that the things they talk about when 
you see them have changed drastically. 
Sometimes people who smoke cannabis 
believe that they see the world a different 
way to other people and gravitate towards 
talking about things like conspiracy theories. 

People who are taking things like cocaine 
or amphetamines often lose their social 
inhibitions and may uncharacteristically 
overshare personal details. It depends 
on what they have been taking.

There are people who take cocaine to party or 
to stay awake longer but before they know 
it, they need it in their day-to-day activities.

If it's something like heroin, you can tell from 
the changes a person’s body will go through. 
Even if they try to hide it initially, they will lose 
weight rapidly. Another giveaway is that when 
they come down from the drug, they need to 
eat a lot of sugary things. If you ever 
watch a regular heroin user in a shop, they 
will go and pick up things like chocolate bars 
or fizzy drinks, they won’t go and get 
themselves something like a sandwich. 

In a broader sense, their behaviour changes – 
they lie and steal then deny it was them. 
They withdraw from you and everyone 
they normally spend time with because 
they don’t want anybody to know they are 
using drugs. They miss work and lose their 
jobs. They lose their friends and/or their 
friends are always changing. They get in 
debt, become unwell and ashamed, they 
have suicidal thoughts. The most 
problematic thing is that they won’t talk 
about what’s happening, they won’t take 
help and they don’t think they have a 
problem.”

What’s something you wish 
more people understood 
about addiction?

“People need to understand why other 
people begin to abuse substances. 
Sometimes it’s recreational and other times 
it’s because of an underlying issue like 
depression, feeling like they don’t fit in to the 
world, a lack of family structure and support, 
loneliness or trying to avoid dealing with life.

Joan - Addiction nurse 

with life. What people don’t realise when they
start taking drugs, is that when they get a hold
of you, the things you run from only become
worse.”

What more could the
healthcare system and
government be doing to help
people who are suffering
from addictions?

“The government needs to open more
rehabilitation long term rehabilitation centres
so that people can get clean and then have
the time to look beyond the drugs and
determine why people have taken them. That
can take a lot of counselling and therapies to
understand the triggers and develop coping
tools to stay clean instead of introducing them
to a methadone problem.”

What can you do for
someone who doesn’t want
to seek help themselves?

“People who don’t want help need to get to
the point that they do, but if it is someone
you care for then let them know you are
there to support them in any way that would
benefit them in going into recovery. Let them
know you value them as a person and let
them know you value their friendship. Show
empathy and compassion but you also need
to be firm that you won’t buy drugs for them,
and that you won’t give them money to buy
drugs either. Tell them that emotionally you
will be there for them any time they are ready
to change - that way they know you care
about them as a person and don’t just see
them as an addict.”

When did you first notice
signs of addiction in
someone in your life and
what were they?

“There are things you notice when you are 
talking to someone, for example their pupils 
are usually notably large and their behaviour 
is very elated or v e r y  flat. Sometimes the 
way they talk will be different, they slur their 
words and they don’t realise they’re doing it 
but it’s obvious to you. 

It depends how it affects them too – 
some people might smoke cannabis and not 
change very much and other people might 
smoke cannabis and change drastically.
Often when someone is taking drugs they can 
seem ‘tuned to the moon’ and not realise they 
are talking at you instead of to you. 

If it’s someone close to you, you might 
notice that the things they talk about when 
you see them have changed drastically.
Sometimes people who smoke cannabis 
believe that they see the world a different 
way to other people and gravitate towards 
talking about things like conspiracy theories. 

People who are taking things like cocaine 
or amphetamines often lose their social 
inhibitions and may uncharacteristically 
overshare personal details. It depends 
on what they have been taking.

There are people who take cocaine to party or 
to stay awake longer but before they know 
it, they need it in their day-to-day activities.

If it's something like heroin, you can tell from 
the changes a person’s body will go through. 
Even if they try to hide it initially, they will lose 
weight rapidly. Another giveaway is that when 
they come down from the drug, they need to 
eat a lot of sugary things. If you ever 
watch a regular heroin user in a shop, they 
will go and pick up things like chocolate bars 
or fizzy drinks, they won’t go and get 
themselves something like a sandwich. 

In a broader sense, their behaviour changes – 
they lie and steal then deny it was them. 
They withdraw from you and everyone 
they normally spend time with because 
they don’t want anybody to know they are 
using drugs. They miss work and lose their 
jobs. They lose their friends and/or their 
friends are always changing. They get in 
debt, become unwell and ashamed, they 
have suicidal thoughts. The most 
problematic thing is that they won’t talk 
about what’s happening, they won’t take 
help and they don’t think they have a 
problem.”

What’s something you wish
more people understood
about addiction?

“People need to understand why other 
people begin to abuse substances.
Sometimes it’s recreational and other times 
it’s because of an underlying issue like 
depression, feeling like they don’t fit in to the 
world, a lack of family structure and support, 
loneliness or trying to avoid dealing with life.

Joan - Addiction nurse 

with life. What people don’t realise when they
start taking drugs, is that when they get a hold
of you, the things you run from only become
worse.”

What more could the
healthcare system and
government be doing to help
people who are suffering
from addictions?

“The government needs to open more
rehabilitation long term rehabilitation centres
so that people can get clean and then have
the time to look beyond the drugs and
determine why people have taken them. That
can take a lot of counselling and therapies to
understand the triggers and develop coping
tools to stay clean instead of introducing them
to a methadone problem.”

What can you do for
someone who doesn’t want
to seek help themselves?

“People who don’t want help need to get to
the point that they do, but if it is someone
you care for then let them know you are
there to support them in any way that would
benefit them in going into recovery. Let them
know you value them as a person and let
them know you value their friendship. Show
empathy and compassion but you also need
to be firm that you won’t buy drugs for them,
and that you won’t give them money to buy
drugs either. Tell them that emotionally you
will be there for them any time they are ready
to change - that way they know you care
about them as a person and don’t just see
them as an addict.”

When did you first notice
signs of addiction in
someone and what were
they?

“There are things you notice when you are
talking to someone, for example their pupils
are usually very large and their behaviour is
very elated or very flat. Sometimes the way
they talk will be different, they slur their words
and they don’t realise they’re doing it but it’s
obvious to you.

It depends how it affects them too – some
people might smoke cannabis and not change
very much and other people might smoke
cannabis and change drastically. Often when
someone is taking drugs they can seem ‘tuned
to the moon’ and not realise they are talking at
you instead of to you.

If it’s someone close to you, you might notice
that the things they talk about when you see
them have changed drastically. Sometimes
people who smoke cannabis think that they
see the world a different way to other people
and gravitate towards talking about things like
conspiracy theories. People who are taking
things like cocaine or amphetamines often
lose their social inhibitions and may
uncharacteristically overshare personal
details. It depends on what they have been
taking.

There are people who take cocaine to party or
to stay awake longer but before they know it,
they need it in their day-to-day activities. If it’s

something like heroin, you can tell from the
changes a person’s body goes through. Even
if they try to hide it initially, they will lose
weight rapidly. Another giveaway is that when
they come down, they need to eat a lot of
sugary things. If you ever watch a regular
heroin user in a shop, they will go and pick up
things like chocolate bars or fizzy drinks, they
won’t go and get a sandwich.

In a broader sense, their behaviour changes –
they lie and steal then deny it was them. They
withdraw from you and everyone they
normally spend time with because they don’t
want anybody to know they are using drugs.
They miss work and lose their jobs. They lose
their friends or their friends are always
changing. They get in debt, become unwell
and ashamed, they have suicidal thoughts.
The most problematic thing is that they won’t
talk about what’s happening, they won’t take
help and they don’t think they have a
problem.”

What’s something you wish
more people understood
about addiction?

“People need to understand why people start
to use drugs. Sometimes it’s recreational and
other times it’s because of an underlying issue
like depression, feeling like they don’t fit in to
the world, a lack of family structure and
support, loneliness or trying to avoid dealing

What people don’t realise when they start 
taking drugs, is that when they get a hold of 
you, the things you run from only become 
worse.”

What more could the 
healthcare system and 
government be doing to help 
people who are suffering 
from addictions?

“The government needs to open more 
long term rehabilitation centres so that 
people can get clean and then have the 
time to look beyond the drugs and 
determine why they first began to take them. 
That can take a lot of counselling and 
therapies for someone to understand their 
triggers and develop coping tools to stay 
sober, instead of introducing someone to a 
methadone problem in an attempt to give 
them a short-term solution.”

What can you do for 
someone who doesn’t want 
to seek help themselves?

“People who don’t want help need to get 
to the point where they do, but if it is 
someone you care for then let them 
know you are there to support them in any 
way that would benefit them in going into 
recovery. Let them know you value them 
as a person and let them know you value 
their friendship. 

Show empathy and compassion, but you 
also need to be firm that you won’t buy 
drugs for them, and that you won’t give 
them money to buy drugs either. Tell them 
that emotionally you will be there for them 
any time they are ready to change - that 
way they know you care about them as a 
person and don’t just see them as an 
addict.”
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