


Chapter 2: Why You Drink The Way You
Drink

Most problem drinkers aren’t drinking because they love hangovers, argu-

ments, lost days and regret.

They drink because drinking has become a way of managing life.

Even if it’s nowmaking life worse.

2.1 Alcohol is emotional regulation (fast, reliable, dangerous)

If you strip it right back, alcohol does a few key things:

• reduces tension

• dulls uncomfortable emotions (anger, loneliness, grief etc)

• gives short-term confidence

• helps you switch off

• helps you sleep (sort of)

• makes boredom disappear

• numbs stress

So even if alcohol causes problems, it’s still functioning as a tool. A flawed

tool, yes. But a tool. This is why people relapse during good times and bad

times. Sometimes people even drink because they feel great and they want
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to mark the moment. So, the aim isn’t to just remove alcohol.

The aim is to build:

• calmer baseline mood

• better coping skills

• better routines

• better nervous system regulation

• better support

• better rewards

2.2 The 4 big drinking patterns (most people fit one or two)

Youmight recognise yourself here.

Pattern 1: Anxiety drinkers: You drink to calm down, feel steady, stop

overthinking, feel normal. Youmight be high-functioning, tense, restless,

busy in your mind.

Pattern 2: Habit drinkers: You drink because it’s a routine: after work, at

dinner, at weekends, on autopilot. You might not even want it that badly,

you just keep doing it.

Pattern 3: Mood drinkers: You drink to lift low mood, escape heaviness,

numb shame or sadness. Often you feel flat sober and alcohol gives colour

back temporarily.

Pattern 4: Binge/release drinkers: You hold it together for ages, then you

explode into drinking. It’s not always about cravings. It’s often about

pressure.
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2.3 The hidden driver: relief learning

This part is key. Your brain doesn’t just learn pleasure. It learns relief. Relief

is powerful. If something takes you from:

• stressed → calmer

• anxious → steady

• empty → content

• exhausted → switched off

• lonely → warm

• self-conscious → confident

Your brain tags it as valuable. Then it starts prompting you to do it again.

Over time, that prompting becomes:

• cravings

• urges

• obsessional thoughts

• negotiation

• excuses

• “just one won’t hurt”

• “I deserve it”

This is why alcohol feels like it has a voice. It’s not madness. It’s condition-

ing.

Common Question:

“Is it trauma? Is it my childhood? Am I broken?”

Sometimes, yes, early experiences play a role. But I want to be careful here.

Some books make it sound like youmust dig up your childhood before you

can stop drinking. That can put people off entirely. Here’s the realistic view:
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• trauma and early life stress can increase vulnerability

• attachment, confidence and emotional safety canmatter

• shame and self-belief play a huge role

• but you don’t need a perfect psychological explanation to start changing

your behaviour

You’re not broken. You’re a human being who found a coping tool that

worked quickly, then started costing youmore andmore.

WHAT TO DO NEXT

You’re not broken. You’ve learned a pattern that works. We now work to

replace it.

• Move on to the next chapter

• If you have anxiety → Chapter 7 + Appendix A (nervous system reset)

• If any lowmood / flatness → Appendix H: Dopamine & AUD

• If you binge-drink or struggle with cravings/urges → Chapter 20: The

“next 60minutes” plan

If you feel you needmore support now:

• Appendix D → CBT, MI, AA, SMART

• Appendix C →medication options for support
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Chapter 3: Brain Basics That Actually Help
You

You don’t need a neuroscience degree to recover.

But you do need a basic understanding of why you feel the way you do when

you cut down or stop.

Because if you don’t understand it, you’ll assume you’re weak, failing or

going mad.

And that leads people straight back to drink.

3.1 Alcohol pushes the brain into easy mode (temporarily)

Alcohol affects several systems in the brain, but the simplest useful explana-

tion is:

• it increases calm and relaxation

• it reduces tension and stress response

• it makes life feel easier for a while

That’s why it’s addictive. Not because you’re stupid. Because it works.
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3.2 Your brain adapts (and that’s the whole problem)

The brain is designed to adapt to whatever you repeatedly do. If you

repeatedly use alcohol to calm down, sleep, socialise or cope, the brain starts

adjusting its baseline settings.

Then alcohol isn’t a bonus any more. It becomes part of what you need to

feel normal. So, when you cut down, your brain doesn’t politely say:

“Thanks for the years of alcohol. I’ll adjust.”

It says:

“Where’s the thing we use to regulate life?”

And that can show up as:

• anxiety

• irritability

• restlessness

• lowmood

• sleep disruption

• cravings

• overthinking

• a feeling of emptiness or boredom

3.3 The dopamine dip (why you feel flat)

This is oneof thebig reasonspeople can’t stickwith change. In early recovery,

your brain’s reward system is recalibrating.

When alcohol is removed or reduced, youmay feel:
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• bored

• flat

• unmotivated

• joyless

• dull

• nothing feels worth it

This isn’t proof sobriety doesn’t work. It’s often a temporary adjustment

period. But it’s dangerous, because when people feel flat, they think:

• “What’s the point?”

• “Life is boring sober.”

• “I was happier drinking.”

They weren’t happier. They weremedicated. Recovery is about learning how

to feel good again without needing that chemical shortcut.

Common Question:

“Why do I feel worse when I cut down?”

Because you’ve removed a copingmechanism your brain has come to rely

on. This doesn’t mean cutting down is wrong. It means you need a plan that

includes:

• hydration and nutrition

• sleep support

• anxiety tools

• craving strategies

• structure and replacement behaviours

That’s what we do next.
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WHAT TO DO NEXT

If you feel you’re not failing, you aren’t, your brain is adjusting. Don’t

mistake discomfort for failure.

• Stabilise basics: sleep, food, hydration

• If anxious → Appendix A: Anxiety & Panic

• For more on dopamine → Appendix H: Dopamine & AUD

• If still drinking move to the next chapter

• If you want to stop now →move to Part 2
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Chapter 4: Cut Down or Stop?

This is one of the most important chapters in the book, because people get

stuck here for years:

• “I should stop…”

• “I don’t think I can…”

• “Maybe I can cut down…”

• “But what if I can’t…”

• “Maybe tomorrow…”

• “Maybe next week…”

• “Maybe when life is calmer…”

So, let’s simplify it.

Cutting down is a win

Cutting down can improve:

• sleep

• anxiety

• blood pressure

• mood stability

• energy

• digestion

• relationships
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• confidence

• motivation

Alcoholic beverages are classified as carcinogenic to humans. And that

drinking causes many health risks.

For many people, it’s the first step towards proper change.

Stopping can be easier than controlling

For some people, stopping is actually simpler than cutting down. Not

emotionally simpler. But practically simpler. Because the negotiations stop.

Nomore:

• “Just one”

• “Only at weekends”

• “Only wine”

• “Only after 8pm”

• “Only if I’ve had a hard day”

If you’ve tried cuttingdownmany times and it always collapses into bingeing,

stoppingmight be the safer, calmer option.

But first, we need to address safety.

4.1 The dependency check (plain and honest)

Please do not underestimate the risk of alcohol withdrawal. You might be at

higher risk of withdrawal if you regularly experience things like:

• shaking or tremors when you’re not drinking

• sweating or feeling clammy
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• racing heart or palpitations

• nausea

• anxiety or panic that feels physical

• insomnia that feels extreme

• needing a drink in the morning to feel normal

• feeling confused, restless or agitated without alcohol

• drinking daily and struggling to stop even for one day

Withdrawal isn’t about weakness. It’s about physiology. If your nervous

system has adapted to alcohol being present, it can react badly when alcohol

is suddenly removed.

Important:

If you’re drinking heavily every day, and you’re unsure whether it’s safe

to stop suddenly, get medical advice. There’s no heroism in suffering and

there’s real risk in getting this wrong.

SEE:MEDICAL SAFETY INFORMATION

4.2 When cutting down is a sensible first step

Cutting downmay be the right move if:

• you’re not drinking at a physically dependent level

• you can have alcohol-free days without severe symptoms

• your main issue is habit, stress and cravings

• you’re ready to make changes but not ready for total abstinence yet

• you want to build confidence and stability first

Cutting down works best when your plan isn’t just drink less, but instead:

Feel better → crave less → drink less → feel even better
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That’s the whole “Feel Better First” method we’re about to build.

4.3 When stopping is likely the safer option

Stoppingmight be the better path if:

• you can’t reliably control howmuch you drink once you start

• cutting down repeatedly leads to rebound binges

• alcohol is causing dangerous behaviour or risky decisions

• your health is suffering

• your relationships are on the line

• you’ve lost trust in your own ability to regulate it

• you feel trapped in daily drinking

• you wake up and your first thought is alcohol

This isn’t about labelling you as anything. It’s about choosing the path that

gives you the best chance of recovery with the least misery.

Common Question:

“Do I have to stop forever?”

This question scares people more than cravings do. Because forever feels

like a prison sentence. Some people have a chronic fear of never drinking

again (nifaliophobia), which canmake stopping feel frightening even when

they want to change.

Here’s the better truth: You don’t have to decide forever. You just have to

decide next.

You can say:

• “I’m not drinking today.”
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• “I’m cutting down this week.”

• “I’m doing a sober month.”

• “I’m giving myself a proper chance.”

Most people fail because they try to solve forever on day one. You don’t need

forever yet.

You need a plan for today, tomorrow and the first week.

WHAT TO DO NEXT

Make a decision, don’t sit in “maybe”. Focus on the next 7 days, not the rest

of your life.

• If you want to cut down → continue to next Chapter

• If you want to stop → go to Part 2

• Unsure about safety → Appendix B: Detox

• Try to avoid endless negotiating with yourself
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Chapter 5: The “Feel Better First” method

A lot of alcohol advice comes from a place of pure psychology:

• Identify triggers

• Challenge beliefs

• Change your thinking

• Reflect and journal

All very useful… eventually.

But if someone’s nervous system is frazzled, their sleep is ruined and their

anxiety is through the roof, none of those land properly. So we could do

something different.

The goal of cutting down isn’t to prove you’re strong, it’s tomake sobriety

feel less brutal. Because when sobriety feels brutal, relapse feels like relief.

So the “Feel Better First” method is this:

1. Stabilise your body

2. Calm your nervous system

3. Reduce the symptoms that drive craving

4. Build structure so you’re not fighting all day

5. Make alcohol less necessary

It’s not glamorous. It’s effective.
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5.1 Why willpower collapses when you feel awful

When you feel physically and emotionally rough, your brain will look for one

thing: relief. So if alcohol has been your relief tool, your brain will push you

towards it.

This is why cutting down fails at:

• 5pm after a stressful day

• 9pmwhen you’re wired and restless

• weekends when there’s time and emptiness

• social events

• after arguments

• after loneliness

• after success (“I deserve it”)

Willpower is a limited resource. But routine and stability are renewable

resources.

5.2 Stabilise the body and the mind follows

Here are the big stabilisers that reduce cravings fast:

Hydration: Many drinkers are chronically dehydrated. Dehydration can

cause:

• anxiety-like symptoms

• fatigue

• headaches

• agitation

• lowmood

• cravings
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Blood sugar stability: Alcohol messes with your appetite and blood sugar.

When blood sugar crashes, the brain screams for quick reward. That reward

can be sugar… or alcohol.

Sleep support: Poor sleep makes you emotionally fragile and impulsive.

Tired people crave comfort and relief. Alcohol is a fast comfort.

Lowering baseline anxiety: If your default is continuous high anxiety,

alcohol will always feel useful. So youmust treat anxiety as part of alcohol

recovery, not as a separate thing.

5.3 The simplest first changes (that actually work)

This is the doable plan. Not perfect. Not overwhelming. If you do nothing

else this week, do this:

The Minimum Effective Recovery Routine (MERR)

Morning

• drink water as soon as you wake up

• eat something basic (even if it’s small)

• 5–10minutes of movement (walk, stretch, shower, anything)

Afternoon

• eat something with protein

• avoid getting too hungry (this is craving fuel)

Evening (your danger zone)

• plan the first hour after work in advance

• don’t float into the evening with no plan
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• change location or activity to break the routine

• have a simple distraction list ready

This isn’t self-help drivel. It’s behavioural science: you’re changing cues,

routines and rewards.

Common Question:

“Why can’t I just push through?”

Because this isn’t just about determination. It’s about nervous system

regulation.

If you’re dysregulated, stressed, sleep-deprived and anxious, your brain will

chase relief. You can push through for a day or two. But you’ll eventually

collapse into a binge unless you build stability.

WHAT TO DO NEXT

Start small, but structured. Aim for small wins, reduce suffering and change

becomes easier.

• Apply Feel Better First daily

• Build routine before intensity

• If you have cravings → Tool 2: Cravings & Urges

• Try to avoid random, inconsistent attempts
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