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ALCOHOL & ADDICTION

Addiction is a compulsion that perpetuates itself. It can pertain to a substance or an activity. Some 
of the substances and/or activities that lead to addiction are alcohol, drugs, shopping, gambling, sex, 
overeating and smoking. A common addiction students struggle with is alcohol addiction.

How do you know if a student you are working with has an addiction? Addicts are trapped in their 
behaviors and cannot always simply quit on their own. People often assume that because addiction 
begins with a voluntary behavior and is expressed in the form of excess behavior, an addict should just 
be able to quit by force of will alone. However, it is essential to understand that when dealing with 
addicts, we are dealing with individuals whose brains have been altered by alcohol, drugs or behavioral 
abuse.

While there is no absolute scientific formula for identifying when an individual’s use or behavior has 
developed into a full-blown addiction problem, most drug and alcohol or rehabilitation counselors 
agree that for drug use, alcohol use or behavioral misuse, there are four distinct stages that may lead to 
addiction. The four stages are generally acknowledged as:

• Overuse or experimentation of a drug, alcohol or behavior.
• The misuse of a substance or behavior.
• The abuse of drugs, alcohol or behavior.
• A drug, alcohol or behavior dependency or addiction.

While individuals in the first or second stages of use and misuse may not necessarily progress into 
addicts, individuals in the third stage of abuse are likely to develop full-blown addiction problems.

There are many places that a person can find help with their addictions, starting with helping them 
understand the impact of their use regarding their life, work, friends and family. Those who are 
developing drinking problems may defend themselves by saying “I don’t have a problem, look how 
good this aspect of my life is…” Another way to help is to point them toward the resources that might 
be useful for when they are ready to change their behavior.

When in college, students can become overwhelmed with the choices they have in terms of alcohol. 
Other times, there can be rather severe restrictions on alcohol. Developing educational programs and 
discussions about alcohol use and typical experiences may help get ahead of the problems students 
may encounter.

It can be hard working with students who don’t want help. This can be a central challenge to working 
with students who are struggling with their drinking, but are not ready to change. The approach of 
motivational interviewing (Miller and Rollnick, 2002) offers some suggestions to help students who 
don’t want help. These include expressing empathy for their situation and frustrations, rolling with their 
resistance and, instead of challenging them directly, finding other ways to talk to them about change 
and supporting them when they make good decisions about their drinking. 
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