WHAT’S ALCOHOL GOT TO DO WITH IT?

IMPORTANT INFORMATION FOR PEOPLE WITH MENTAL OR EMOTIONAL PROBLEMS

Apart from caffeine, Alcohol is the most widely used drug in the UK. Most men and women enjoy a social drink, and some forms of alcohol in small amounts may even help prevent heart attacks. But there are also risks involved in using alcohol, some of which are higher for people with mental health problems. This leaflet answers some of the questions you may have about mental health and alcohol.

DOES ALCOHOL CAUSE MENTAL ILLNESS?

Hallucinations, paranoia and anxiety are common results of heavy drinking and withdrawal. But even in small amounts, alcohol can cause vulnerable people to become psychotic, depressed or anxous.

Long term or heavy use of alcohol damages brain cells and other parts of the nervous system, leading to problems with concentration, memory, judgement and controlling your emotions. These effects can become permanent.

If you have psychological problems, you should know that drinking, leads to more relapses, depression and suicidal feelings and you become more likely to require psychiatric treatment in hospital. Drinkers are more likely to be taken to hospital against their will. They often take longer to recover their mental health than non-drinkers. If you suffer from depression, anxiety, phobias, panic or post-traumatic stress disorder your chance of developing, alcoholism doubles.

DEPRESSION ANXIETY & ALCOHOL
People with the blues soon learn that drowning your sorrows doesn’t work. But depression can make a drinking problem worse or lead to a relapse after a long period of sobriety.  Alcohol is a powerful drug with a depressant action, and it isn’t surprising that even a few drinks can make you feel sad and lonely. Long sessions or regular drinking can lead to deep depression, which can go on for weeks after your last drink.

While alcohol does nothing to relieve depression, small amounts put off worry for a while (which usually means the things you are worried about don’t get fixed).

Family and other relationships can be hurt by excessive drinking. Drinking can cause work and financial problems. These are made worse by guilt and shame adding even further to your depression. People also use drink to cope with anxiety, shyness and tension. Unfortunately the effects don’t last, and in higher does, alcohol actually makes things worse. 

It is good at first, but as your body becomes used to it, you need more and more alcohol to get the same effect, until it reaches the point where stress worry and anxiousness actually gets worse.

SCHIZOPHRENIA AND ALCOHOL

People with schizophrenia are very vulnerable to the effects of alcohol. Some use drink as a kind of self-medication. It doesn’t get rid of the symptoms, but it can temporarily make them easier to put up with. As the alcohol wears off, the symptoms come back even stronger. Withdrawal makes things worse because it brings its own paranoid feelings, fears and hallucinations. About a third of the people with schizophrenia become problem drinkers.

BIPOLAR DISORDER AND ALCOHOL

Having bipolar disorder (also called manic-depressive illness) makes drinking alcohol very risky. People with this condition are 5 times more likely to become addicted or to develop an alcohol problem. It also interferes with the medications prescribed to control mood swings (see below).

IS ALCOHOL ADDICTIVE?

Alcohol is addictive, it only takes a few weeks pf regular drinking before the body needs extra alcohol or stronger drink to keep working or prevent withdrawal. People who rely on alcohol to help them cope with stress, insomnia or negative feelings are very vulnerable to becoming alcoholic.

ALCOHOL AND OTHER DRUGS

Alcohol & Cannabis, both lower the blood pressure and both affect your balance and judgement. When you drink and use cannabis the effects are more than just adding them together. Alcohol acts like an anaesthetic, too much can suppress your breathing and stop your heart. Before reaching that stage, most people will have thrown up, which is the body’s way of getting rid of poisons. But THC (the active part of cannabis) prevents vomiting, and this can lead to alcoholic poisoning, organ damage and even death. It’s rare, but it does happen. Similar problems occur with other drugs, which depress the body’s nervous system, including heroin, sleeping tablets and Valium type drugs (Benzos).

ALCOHOL AND STIMULANTS

Even though alcohol and speed have opposite effects, they have some things in common: using either one increases the risk of getting into violent situations. Using them together increases the risk considerably. If you mix speed and similar drugs with alcohol, your chance of an overdose increases. The uppers also mask the sedative effect of alcohol, without improving your reflexes or judgement: it just makes you feel more alert!

ALCOHOL AND HEROIN

Alcohol is one of the main causes of heroin death. Smoking or hitting up heroin by itself, even stronger or purer doses, seldom causes a coma or death (unless you have been off heroin for a while and lost your tolerance) but alcohol increases the sedative and anaesthetic effect of heroin, leading to unconsciousness, coma and sometimes, death. Heroin and similar drugs reduce the reflex that stops liquids getting into your lungs (gag reflex). Since alcohol makes people throw up, it’s easy to see how heroin users and drinkers can die by choking on their own vomit.

ALCOHOL AND MEDICATION

Alcohol is broken down in the liver by chemicals called “enzymes”. The same liver enzymes are produced by many antidepressant, anticonvulsant and antipsychotic medications. The increase in these enzymes due to medication in your system can cause you to become addicted to alcohol more easily. More importantly, the high level of enzymes needed to break down alcohol causes these medications to stop working effectively, which can lead to a relapse of your mental illness.

Because you sweat and pass more urine when you have alcohol it is easy to get dehydrated. If you take lithium carbonate (prescribed for mood swings), this concentrates the lithium in your bloodstream, putting, your lithium levels up. There is a danger of poisoning if levels get too high.

Some antidepressants (especially the tricyclic kind) can also become poisonous if you drink while they are in your body.

Many of the antipsychotic medications are effected by alcohol. Largactil and Clozapine are two that just won’t work properly if you are drinking. Drinkers need higher doses of their tablets or injections, which can lead to unpleasant side effects. Other medications can increase the chance that you will have a fit while you are drinking or when you stop.

Many people take anti anxiety preparations like Valium. This and similar preparations like sleeping pills, mix badly with alcohol. Alcohol magnifies many of their side effects like drowsiness and poor coordination. Alcohol + tranquilizers = overdose. 

If you use both, you can readily become dependent on both; your tolerance will increase and you will need higher doses of the drugs and the alcohol before they will work.  Eventually they will stop working, but by then you may have become addicted and will feel worse for a time when you cut down.

ALCOHOL AND SLEEP

Lots of people enjoy a relaxing

drink before bed

. 

If you start to rely on alcohol to help you sleep better it will interfere with your Rapid Eye Movement (REM or dreaming) sleep, and after a while you will be waking too early, too tired, and too irritable. If you are vulnerable to depression or to hallucinations (such as hearing voices) you are more likely to have a relapse and may need treatment, perhaps in a detoxification unit or in a psychiatric ward.

If you are dependent on alcohol and experience withdrawals (shakes, nausea, sweats etc)  when you cut down, or your drink more than your units per week (14 for a woman, 21 for a man) and want advice contact Manchester Community Alcohol Team on 0161 223 9641

Remember: It can be very harmful to stop drinking suddenly, obtain professional advice or help first.

If you want to know more about alcohol and your mental health or want a fact sheet on another substance call Manchester Dual Diagnosis Service on 0161 720 2005.
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