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Case Study: Robert’s Alcoholism


Alcoholism is a substance addiction in which a person relies emotionally, mentally, and even physically on alcohol. The disorder negatively impacts every aspect of the user’s life, sometimes resulting in irreversible damages. Often, the alcoholic withdraws from the community and society, loses friendships, harms the involved families, and may even lose their job or health statuses. Because of the lengthening list of negative effects produced by alcoholism, many people avoid the substance altogether. In the following case, the individual’s health and personal relationships are affected. 
The subject chosen for analysis of alcoholism is Robert, a sixty-six-year-old retired male. Robert has had problems drinking for several years, and he increased his intake through his retirement four years prior. He starts early in the day, as soon as chores and errands are finished. Colleen, Robert’s wife, is exhausted with him. The couple sleeps separate and hardly speak throughout the day due to her intolerance of his habits. Their daughter, Harriet, has reached a breaking point with Robert and will disallow him from seeing her children if he does not get help. His wife, daughter, and the rest of his family are heavily concerned. They even suspect that Robert is depressed, as he distances himself from his loved ones. Along with family stresses comes health concerns. Robert has diabetes and prostate issues, but, despite his doctor’s warnings, he will not stop drinking.
Robert’s marriage has been struggling for years. According to Colleen, they hardly ever see one another. She does not even want to see him when he drinks because he does not act like himself. This is incredibly common in any addict, but especially alcoholics. Alcohol depresses the user, decreasing their mood. Even in moderation, alcohol is known to alter its user’s behavior. Colleen is only able to witness Robert’s slow demise, driving them far apart. In fact, alcoholics are almost always driven away from their romantic partners. Colleen is likely experiencing feelings of betrayal due to Robert’s choices rather than spending time with her. She must also be grieving for the loss of the relationship they once had, and struggling to live with this new, addicted Robert. According to Foundations of Addictions Counseling, couples battling addiction frequently experience communication issues, sexual dissatisfaction, and financial stress as well (Capuzzi & Stauffer, 2019). 
Robert’s loved ones are immensely concerned with his condition. In many cases, alcoholics do not understand the impact of their habits on their families. In Robert’s case, his daughter is threatening to prohibit contact with his granddaughter. Just like Colleen, his relatives are highly uncomfortable with his behavior while drinking. It is no surprise, then, that his daughter wants to protect her own child. In fact, many people cut contact with their loved ones as a means of protecting their own wellbeing. This phenomenon is called detachment and is carried out often between grandparent and grandchild (T, B, 2020). The child of the alcoholic, much like children of abusers, end contact in order to protect their own child from disappointment and harm that they themselves may have already experienced. Losing a grandchild, though a harsh threat, is a strong motivator for Robert to seek sobriety.
As previously mentioned, alcohol is a depressant. This means that on top of Robert’s possibly prior mental health problems, he is being further discouraged. His motivation level, sleep, and general mood is hindered. This is likely why he has withdrawn from his family. Isolation, though, only increases depressive symptoms. Robert likely never considered his drinking a problem before because he was not motivated to get help, which could be another result of the depression. He kept to himself and likely figured that it didn’t matter so long as he didn’t discuss it. Although is it not mentioned, it’s entirely possible that Robert never experienced depression before he drank. Alcohol and addiction are so debilitating that when combined, they can destroy a person’s wellbeing. 
Alcoholism heavily affects physical health as well. It especially impacts the brain, liver, blood pressure, and immune system. For those with already present health issues, especially in the circulatory and respiratory systems, their conditions can be dramatically worsened (NIA Admins, 2022). As warned by Robert’s doctor, diabetics are at a high risk while drinking heavily. The high levels of alcohol can induce ketoacidosis and hypertriglyceridemia, according to the Alcohol Health and Research World (Emanuele et al, 1998). Robert’s age range is also alarming as the body tolerates drinking less as it gets older. If Robert is on any medication, he could especially be harming his body. 
After initial contact with a professional, an intervention is staged with Robert’s family. It is very well-executed, being planned and even rehearsed before Robert entered the scene. This allowed each person to be on the same page as far as how to motivate him, how they will work together, and what will happen next. Each relative and friend wrote a letter and read it aloud to Robert and the rest of the group. They each shared a vulnerable explanation of their feelings towards Robert and his addiction. They discussed their relationships with him as well, allowing Colleen and Harriet to express their concerns. The emotion successfully convinced Robert to seek treatment. He and each family member appear optimistic about his future. 
While the counselor’s treatment is helpful for Robert, it omits details that may determine Robert’s long-term sobriety. The treatment plan involves going to rehab, attending therapy, and leaning on a supportive family. Thus far, his family has been brought together. However, this may not be permanent. This type of family intervention is usually successful initially, but its emotional effects wear off over time. If the family wants Robert to be successful in his sobriety, they will have to continuously encourage his treatment and keep the boundaries they have set. If Colleen goes back to ignoring Robert or Harriet continues interaction between Robert and his granddaughter unsupervised, then Robert will believe he can get away with drinking again and ultimately fall into a relapse. In order to maintain the emotional impact of the intervention and further help his family, Robert should prioritize family therapy. His wife, daughter, and extended relatives are in a highly sensitive state with him. His alcoholism may be only part of a broken dynamic. Even if it is not, he has years of relationship problems to make up for. His wife and daughter, primarily, need support from him and a specialist. They are likely to experience frustrations over the course of his treatment, which could add to Robert’s stress and possibly fuel a relapse. 
Additionally, Robert is in a sensitive age group. Changing habits and, in his case, lifestyle, may present as more difficult than addicts of younger ages. He also has a long history with drinking, which further increases his risk of relapsing. Because of this, his treatment plan should present over a longer period and prioritize relapse prevention.
Relapse prevention is incredibly important to this case. In some users, the addiction was a behavioral response to a stressor and therefore can be unlearned. However, Robert’s addiction has occurred over a long period of time and therefore he is highly likely to relapse. Fortunately, there are many types of relapse prevention programs. One of which is pharmacotherapy, which is controversial but often very helpful. Given Robert’s lengthy history with alcohol, stopping may present many difficult changes. Alcoholics with such history often experience dangerous withdrawal symptoms, one of which being an increased blood pressure. If a diabetic like Robert were to abruptly stop drinking, the results could be fatal. Medication could be necessary given his age and other health concerns. Collaboration with a psychiatrist should also be considered if his depression worsens or other disordered behaviors develop. For example, anxiety is highly common in alcoholics who stop drinking (Saitz, 1998). However, thus far there are no symptoms reported in his treatment. Group therapy and support meetings are incredibly common and readily available to recovering addicts. Robert could easily access the twelve-step plan as well. These are usually more helpful to people who lack a support system, and Robert receives overwhelming support from his family. Still, the family may feel relief if Robert has outside support. These programs could also offer tools and resourced that may be difficult to otherwise access, such as sponsorship. The last relapse prevention tool that should be considered is intensive outpatient care. This is, again, due to Robert’s addiction’s longevity. By attending long hours of therapy, new behaviors and healthier coping mechanisms can be more quickly morphed into habits. The drawback of this treatment is, of course, that it is exhaustive. If Robert maintains support and motivation, though, he could majorly benefit from this. He has a vast range of options, adding to this treatment plan’s diversity. 
Addiction is a disease with disastrous consequences. Thus far, Robert has not relapsed. With these treatment tools and prevention plan, he will be highly successful. The most important resources he will need to utilize are family therapy, individual therapy with an addiction’s specialist, and outside support. If these are not utilized, Robert will face possible fatal health consequences as well as permanent family damage. With the information presented on his family, however, he appears to have a wealthy supply of support. The critical concept they all should remember is to lean into that support, and for the family to stay as motivated as Robert is. If this is done, treatment will be easier for him and his family. Robert, like any alcoholic seeking help, has a chance to change. 
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