International

Therapist
fht.org.uk

e
g
n
a
h
A c be tte r
e
h
t
for
eps
t
s
t
s
ﬁr
e
ng
h
i
t
k
e
n
i
k
r
a
nts t wn their d
e
i
l
c
o
ng
Helpi s cutting d
d
towar

FHT

Training
Congress
see p
age 35

Gut reaction
Musculoskeletal problems
and gastrointestinal health

A view from
the salon
Behind the scenes of
a thriving business

Spinning
into form
Explore a crown
chakra meditation

PUBLISHED BY THE FHT
ISSUE 131 (WINTER 2020)
THE LEADING MAGAZINE FOR PROFESSIONAL THERAPISTS
1 cover_IT WINTER 2020_International Therapist 1

13/01/2020 10:21

CLIENT CARE | Alcohol

A change for
WE LOOK AT HOW FHT MEMBERS CAN SUPPORT
CLIENTS WHO WANT TO TAKE THE FIRST STEP
TOWARDS CURBING THEIR DRINKING HABITS

W

hatever your personal views are
on alcohol, this legal and socially
acceptable drug is a big part of British
culture. We use it to celebrate a
special occasion or major sporting
event, to complement a nice meal,
to boost our confidence, to
help us cope with a stressful
situation, to ‘relax and unwind’
at the end of a long day… the list, once you start it, is
seemingly endless.
As with many things in life, moderation is key.
However, the latest statistics suggest that not only are
many of us drinking in excess of the Chief Medical
Officers’ guidelines of 14 units a week (Scottish
Government, 2019; Burton et al, 2016), but alcohol
is also having a huge impact on people’s health and
relationships, and society as a whole (Alcohol Change
UK, 2018). According to leading alcohol charity Alcohol
Change UK, someone in the UK dies as a result of drinking
every four hours. In addition, 220,000
children live with an alcohol-dependent
parent, and the estimated cost of alcohol to
the NHS is £3.5bn each year – and that’s just in
England (Alcohol Change UK, 2018).
But there are also some very positive statistics
emerging that suggest drinking habits in the UK are
slowly shifting in the right direction. Young people are
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the better
now drinking less, and sales of low-alcohol or alcoholfree drinks are on the rise, along with low-alcohol or
alcohol-free bars and events. In fact, around 20% of
the UK population do not drink at all, and an even
higher percentage only consume alcohol ‘occasionally’
(Alcohol Change UK, 2019).
So the big question is, what should a therapist say
or do if a client says something to suggest that they’re
drinking more than they’d perhaps like to?
To help inform this article and gain an
understanding of what our members are currently
advising clients, we carried out a short survey in
September and October 2019. We also spoke to Lauren
Booker, an alcohol consultant at Alcohol Change UK,
to see what advice she could give our members on the
topic, and Janey Lee Grace, founder of The Sober Club,
for her personal insight into going sober.

SURVEY RESULTS: ABOUT YOUR
CLIENTS’ DRINKING HABITS
A total of 270 members responded to our survey, of
whom 81% indicated that they ask clients about their
alcohol consumption as part of the consultation process.
When asked if their clients were drinking more,
less or roughly the same amount of alcohol over the
past five years, 18% said they had noticed an increase,
14.5% had noticed a decrease, while 67.5% said they
hadn’t noticed any significant change. More than a
third of respondents (36.5%) said that they see clients
who regularly consume more than 14 units of alcohol
a week.

PICTURES: GETTY

Current guidance offered to clients
If clients indicated that they were drinking more than
14 units a week, nearly half (48%) of respondents said
that they offer general guidance or signpost their
clients to appropriate support.
General guidance and advice included:
Encouraging clients not to drink immediately after
a session, to maximise the benefits of treatment.
Tips on how to cut back – have at least two or
three alcohol-free days a week, alternate alcoholic
and soft drinks, try Dry January, and measure your
drinks at home.
Highlighting government guidelines on drinking,
including safe levels.
Outlining how alcohol can impact health
and wellbeing.
Of those who signposted their clients to other
sources of help and support, the majority directed
clients to their GP, followed by local support groups
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and organisations (including Alcoholics Anonymous
meetings and substance misuse services), then
specialist counselling and talking therapies.
We also asked members how they responded
if a client made a throwaway comment about
drinking too much. The majority of comments
fell into one of three categories:
Soft approach – a number of respondents indicated
that they take a gentle, non-judgemental approach.
This might involve asking the client – sometimes
towards the end of the treatment or at another
session – if they are concerned about their drinking.
If the answer is yes, the respondent would generally
signpost clients to relevant support or offer some
general guidance (as outlined above).
No comment – some respondents indicated that in
situations like this, they would say nothing, ignore
the comment or simply shrug it off. A variety of
reasons were given as to why they did this, including
‘It’s not my place or role as a therapist’, ‘It’s out of my
scope’ or ‘I’m not trained’ (some were particularly
concerned that the client might open up about what
had triggered their drinking), and ‘I don’t know what
to say and would like further guidance.’
Joke along with the client – others indicated
that they would mirror their client’s comment with
a jokey or light-hearted response (‘Don’t we all from
time to time!’). Some would then go on to reinforce
the health benefits of cutting down (‘Actually, in
all seriousness, did you know that…’), while others
would then simply let the matter drop – again, for
various reasons, including not knowing the best way
to respond.

Therapies used to support clients
We then asked members if they treated people who
specifically come to them for support while trying to
cut down or give up alcohol, with 15.6% indicating that
they did.*
The therapies used to help support these clients
were (in order of popularity) reflexology, massage,
aromatherapy, reiki, hypnotherapy and other therapies.
The specific issues therapists were helping clients
to address with these therapies were anxiety and
stress, low self-esteem, aiding relaxation, and
assisting detoxification.
*It is worth noting that a number of comments
indicated that some respondents were working for
charities or organisations that specifically support
people who misuse alcohol.
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HOW CAN THERAPISTS SUPPORT CLIENTS?
If the client makes a comment about their drinking
habits, or suggests they are concerned about their level of
drinking, Lauren Booker, an expert from Alcohol Change
UK, urges FHT members to acknowledge this and see it
as an opportunity to support the client in taking the first
positive step towards change.
‘Even if it doesn’t come up in the consultation process,
your members are probably going to find that a lot of their
clients will talk about their drinking at some point during
the treatment, with comments like “I was so hungover
at the weekend” or “It was a pretty heavy night!” I think
there’s definitely a role for anyone working in the health
arena to seize these opportunities and talk about
some of the risks associated with the client’s level
of drinking. Five minutes of brief advice is really
effective at helping something to
change their drinking, and you
don’t need to be an expert in
alcohol. You just need the confidence
to say, ‘Do you know, from what you’ve

“It’s a compliment to you, as a
therapist, if a client chooses to
talk to you about their drinking,
because it shows trust”

told me, I think you could really benefit from making
some changes to your drinking.’
Below are a number of suggestions from Lauren to help
you support a client who might be wanting to change
their relationship with alcohol.
Direct your client to the
‘Check your drinking’ tool
Available on Alcohol Change UK’s website, this is a
completely confidential, validated screening tool; at
the end, it will signpost the client to resources and
support relevant to their level of drinking.
Build on your client’s motivation
It’s a compliment to you, as a therapist, if a client chooses
to talk to you about their drinking, because it shows trust.
It also shows that they’re probably already thinking about
making some changes – build on that motivation and
encourage them. Ask your client: ‘If you were going to
change one thing about your drinking, what would that
be?’ Check in with them at the next session to see how
they’re doing.
If they’re not sure what changes to make...
You could suggest some tried and tested ways to cut back:
Think in units and measure out your drinks
Keep a drinking diary for a few weeks to help you
understand your drinking pattern
Have a few alcohol-free days a week to give
your body a rest

JANEY LEE GRACE TALKS ABOUT
GREY-AREA DRINKERS AND GOING SOBER
Alcohol is the ‘social glue’ that sticks
everything together: parties, weddings,
playdates, freshers’ week, graduations,
funerals – celebrations to commiserations.
We’ve been brainwashed into thinking
there are two types of drinkers, those at
rock bottom – the alcohol-dependent – and
everyone else. The reality is that it’s a
spectrum, and the majority of people ﬁt into
the category of ‘grey area drinkers’.
Two years ago, that was me. Functioning
well, seemingly ﬁne, but I had terrible anxiety.
I woke at 3am, berating myself for drinking
too much. My inner voice was crying out: ’This
has to stop, it’s not authentic, it doesn’t ﬁt
who you are… please stop poisoning yourself.’
By 5pm the following day, the ‘wine witch’
had ﬂ own in and persuaded me: ’Go on have
a nice chilled sauvignon… you deserve it!’
Like so many, I saw alcohol as my ‘treat’,
my reward at the end of a busy day. Deep
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down, I knew I needed to quit but I couldn’t
see a way out of the trap. On occasions, I
tentatively asked a therapist or my GP: ‘I
wonder if I might be drinking too much?’
The response was usually ‘A couple of drinks
a night? Sounds normal to me’ or ‘Ah, well
you seem ﬁne, maybe just try and have
a few alcohol-free days and drink water
in between.’
Finally, I was inspired to try Dry January
and I never looked back. It was as if the sun
had come out from behind a cloud. A whole
world opened up to me. I was introduced
to supportive groups and great ‘quit lit’ – I’ve
now read around 100 books by incredible
sober heroes. I realised it had all been an
illusion, that while our culture is entirely
fuelled by alcohol and you are seen as
seriously weird if you don’t drink, actually
there is a paradigm shift, a whole new
trend of mindful drinking and sober living.

I discovered, to quote the most perfect
book title by author Catherine Gray, The
Unexpected Joy of Being Sober.
I felt ashamed when I ditched the booze
and kept it a secret. I was on an emotional
rollercoaster, up one minute, down the next,
because when you are no longer using alcohol
to numb everything, you do have to face
stuff. Alcohol is the only drug you have to
justify NOT taking. When you give up smoking
everyone pats you on the back and says ‘Well
done.’ When you turn down the offer of a
drink, you get the ‘oh dear, poor you!’ look,
or worse still, people try and cajole you into
having ‘just one’. Anyone who has the 3am
voice will tell you it’s never just one.
Fortunately, we are starting to call time
on drinking. We are seeing the beginnings
of a wellbeing trend. A sober revolution.
Many millennials are choosing not to drink
at all. The rise in popularity of alcoholfree drinks by the big breweries as well as
artisan producers is monumental. There are
alternatives to beers, spirits and botanicals,
not to mention kombucha and fabulous
artisan tonic waters.
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Eat before and while you drink
Find a new activity to do at a time you’d typically reach
for a drink
Download Alcohol Change UK’s Try Dry app to help
you meet your goals
Try going dry – in January, or any other month
– and encourage your friends and family members
to support you.
Link back to your client’s
reason for coming to you
For example, if they are coming to you for sports therapy,
you could highlight that alcohol can affect energy
levels, injury recovery time and muscle performance. If
they are having treatments to improve the appearance
of their skin, you could mention that alcohol has a
dehydrating effect and deprives the skin of vitamins
and nutrients, which are essential for its maintenance,
repair and protection. If they come to you for help with
stress and anxiety, highlight how alcohol disrupts sleep
and although it can temporarily elevate your mood, it is
actually a depressant.
For more information about the impact of alcohol
on health, see the ‘Useful resources’ section opposite or
read a 2016 article published in International Therapist at
fht.org.uk/IT-115-alcohol
If you do find that your client opens up and needs
support that is beyond your scope of practice, gently refer
them to their GP or another professional organisation
outlined in the ‘Useful resources’ section of this article.

The truth is, if you ditch the
booze, you aren’t giving
anything up, you are only
gaining. You have the
opportunity to get back
your health, your ideal
weight, your appetite, your
sleep, good relationships,
your sanity. You will feel
less anxious. The link between
alcohol and mental health cannot
be denied – and then there’s surprising
beneﬁts such as feeling brave and getting
‘sober hair’ (who knew!)
What I would have loved is to have
been ‘heard’ by my GP and therapists,
and encouraged to be sober-curious.
And to be told that I wasn’t alone! There
is a fabulous Instagram hashtag used by
sober people: #WeAreTheLuckiest – and
we really are.

USEFUL RESOURCES
There are lots of resources available for those wanting to cut back
on their drinking, including a helpline, books, blogs and other online
resources and communities:

ORGANISATIONS/WEBSITES
Addaction – A leading drug, alcohol
and mental health charity that
provides services across England
and Scotland.
addaction.org.uk

Club Soda – Aims to make mindful
drinking widely accepted so that
everyone feels conﬁ dent to change
their drinking habits if they want to.
joinclubsoda.com

Adfam – Information and support
for the families of drug and
alcohol users.
adfam.org.uk

Drinkchat/Drinkline – A helpline
and online chat service open to
anyone affected by drinking.
drinkaware.co.uk/chat-with-anadvisor or call 0300 123 1110

Alcohol Change UK – A charity
working to improve knowledge,
policy and regulation, shift cultural
norms, improve drinking and
behaviours, and encourage better
support and treatment.
alcoholchange.org.uk
Drugs and Me – A website
providing education on drugs
in order to prevent the number
of accidents and deaths as a
result of drinking.
drugsand.me/en
Drink and Drug News – A monthly
digital magazine aimed at
individuals looking for support
with addiction.
drinkanddrugsnews.com
FRANK – Information about alcohol
and drugs, launched to educate
teenagers and adolescents about
the potential effects of drugs
talktofrank.com

The Sober Club – Headed up
by Janey Lee Grace, this venture
aims to create a community and
inspire others to give up alcohol.
thesoberclub.com

BLOGS/PODCASTS
Unpickled – Launched on her ﬁrst
day of sobriety, Jean shares her
story to inspire others.
unpickledblog.com
Hip Sobriety – Sobriety coach Holly
Glenn Whitaker writes about her
path to recovery and her need for an
individualised recovery approach.
hipsobriety.com
Alcohol Free Life – A podcast by
Janey Lee Grace featuring experts
and sober heroes.
imperfectlynatural.com/
category/podcasts

BOOKS
NHS - Alcohol support provided by
the NHS.
nhs.uk/live-well/alcohol-support

Try Dry: The Ofﬁ cial Guide
to a Month Off Booze, by
Lauren Booker

LOCAL SERVICES

This Naked Mind: Control
Alcohol: Find Freedom,
Rediscover Happiness &
Change Your Life, by Annie Grace

Find an alcohol addiction service
in your area.
nhs.uk/service-search/Alcoholaddiction/LocationSearch/1805

REFERENCES

COMMUNITIES

The Unexpected Joy of Being
Sober, by Catherine Gray

For full references,
go to fht.org.uk/IT-references

Alcoholics Anonymous – Provides
support to those who are concerned
about their drinking.
alcoholics-anonymous.org.uk

The Sober Diaries: How One
Woman Stopped Drinking and
Started Living, by Claire Pooley
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