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9 Ways to Tell a Loved One Their Drinking Has Become
Harmful
Our Friends · Wednesday, December 4th, 2024

Talking to a loved one about their drinking habits can be one of the most difficult conversations
you’ll ever have. You might worry about hurting their feelings, damaging your relationship, or
saying the wrong thing. 

However, when someone’s drinking starts to negatively impact their health, relationships, or daily
life, it’s essential to intervene with compassion and clarity.

Here are nine strategies to help you approach this sensitive topic effectively and supportively.

Educate Yourself About Problematic Drinking

Before talking to your loved one, take time to educate yourself about what constitutes harmful
drinking. Problematic drinking isn’t always as obvious as binge drinking or dependency. It can
include patterns like drinking to cope with stress, frequent blackouts, or using alcohol despite its
negative consequences.

Understanding the signs of alcohol misuse can help you articulate your concerns more clearly and
respond to their reactions with empathy. Researching local resources, such as counseling services
or support groups, will also prepare you to offer concrete options for help.

Choose the Right Time and Place

Timing is everything when having a sensitive conversation. Avoid bringing up your concerns when
the person is drinking or under the influence, as they may be defensive or unable to process the
discussion. Instead, choose a moment when they’re sober and calm, and you can talk privately
without interruptions.

Create a safe and supportive environment for the conversation. This might mean sitting together in
a comfortable space or planning a quiet outing where you can speak openly. The goal is to ensure
they feel respected and cared for rather than cornered or judged.

Express Your Concerns Using “I” Statements

Using “I” statements helps convey your concerns without sounding accusatory. For example,
instead of saying, “You’re always drinking too much,” try, “I’ve noticed that your drinking seems
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to be affecting your mood and energy, and I’m worried about you.”

This approach focuses on your feelings and observations rather than placing blame, making it
easier for your loved one to hear and understand your perspective. Be specific about what you’ve
noticed and how it makes you feel, but avoid exaggerating or making assumptions about their
behavior.

Offer Support, Not Judgment

A loved one may feel ashamed or defensive when confronted about their drinking. To counter this,
emphasize that your concern comes from a place of love and care. Reassure them that you’re not
there to judge or punish them but to help them address something that’s harming their well-being.

For example, you might say, “I care about you deeply, and I want to help you feel better. I’m here
to support you every step of the way.” This reassurance can make them more open to discussing
their behavior and considering change.

Encourage Open Dialogue

A conversation about drinking shouldn’t feel like a one-sided lecture. Encourage your loved one to
share their thoughts and feelings. They may not immediately agree with your concerns, but
listening to their perspective can help you better understand their struggles and motivations.

Ask open-ended questions like, “How do you feel about your drinking habits?” or “Have you
noticed any changes in your life because of alcohol?” These questions can spark reflection and
show that you value their input, even if they’re not ready to make changes right away.

Consider Working With an Alcohol Intervention Specialist

In some cases, a structured intervention may be the best way to address harmful drinking. An
intervention involves gathering friends, family, and sometimes a professional alcohol intervention
specialist to confront the person about their drinking in a supportive but firm manner.

During the intervention, each participant shares specific examples of how the person’s drinking has
impacted them, expressing concern and a desire to help. The group may also present a plan for
seeking treatment, such as enrolling in a rehab program or attending therapy.

Interventions can be highly effective when planned carefully, but they should be approached with
sensitivity and guidance. Consider involving a trained interventionist to ensure the process is
constructive and minimizes the risk of conflict.

Focus on the Impact

When discussing their drinking, focus on how it’s affecting their life and relationships rather than
labeling them as an “alcoholic” or making blanket statements. For example, instead of saying,
“You have a drinking problem,” you could say, “I’ve noticed that alcohol has been causing stress
in your life and affecting our relationship, and I’d like to help.”

This shifts the conversation from blame to constructive dialogue, making it easier for them to
consider the consequences of their behavior.
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Offer Resources and Next Steps

Once your loved one acknowledges their drinking may be problematic, be ready to offer resources
and solutions. This might include suggesting they see a counselor, attend a support group like
Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), or explore rehab programs.

Provide specific information about local resources, including contact details and options for free or
low-cost services if needed. Offering practical next steps makes it easier for them to take action
and shows your commitment to supporting their recovery.

Be Patient

Change doesn’t happen overnight, especially when it comes to drinking habits. Your loved one
may deny the problem, resist help, or take time to fully process your concerns. Stay patient and
continue to express your care and support without pressuring them.

Even if they don’t respond positively at first, your conversation plants a seed that could lead to
meaningful change down the road. Keep the lines of communication open and celebrate small steps
toward progress.

Help Your Loved One Overcome Addiction

Confronting a loved one about their harmful drinking habits is a challenging but essential act of
care. By approaching the conversation with empathy, patience, and a focus on solutions, you can
help them recognize the impact of their behavior and take steps toward positive change.

Whether through an open dialogue, a structured intervention, or ongoing support, your efforts can
make a significant difference in their journey toward health and recovery. You don’t have to
navigate this alone — resources and professional guidance are available to support both you and
your loved one.
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