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Maureen Palmer is an author, filmmaker and former journalist. She has become an 

advocate and subject matter expert on substance use since documenting her 

partner’s battle with alcohol in the film Wasted, for CBC's science program, The 

Nature of Things. Here’s a firsthand account of what she’s learned while supporting 

her partner’s struggle with (and recovery from) substance use.

Supporting a Loved One
Struggling with Substance Use



A few years back, I made a CBC documentary that captured my partner’s search for evidence-based 

treatment for his substance use disorder. Mike had lost everything to alcohol – his home, his family, his 

therapy practice, and he ended up homeless. He was 5 years sober when filming began, but the stress of 

it was too much, and he began a period of drinking again. Fortunately, the film explored new proven 

techniques available to help loved ones quit drinking, so I decided to try them out and have captured 

those below.

Here are my tips for supporting a loved one with a substance use disorder, pulled from my research and 

lived experience. Mike’s substance was alcohol, but these tips apply to others too. And they flow from two 

changes in my thinking:

A change in my beliefs:
For decades our culture’s embrace of the Alcoholics Anonymous program had me believing we are 

powerless to help our loved one who drinks. We are told to “detach with love.” It’s not true.

Studies show friends and family of those struggling with substance use can be a powerful force for good. 

Community Reinforcement and Family Training, or CRAFT, has been proven to get more 

treatment-resistant individuals to seek help than traditional interventions. The other therapy which I draw 

from is Motivational Interviewing. Motivational Interviewing is the opposite of “making" people change. 

“In addiction treatment, what we taught therapists to do is if you start getting resistance, you push harder,” 

says founder Dr. William R Miller. “If you could reduce their ego, humiliate them, make them feel helpless 

and hopeless, then they would change. But there's no evidence for that,” says Dr. Miller. Instead, 

Motivational Interviewing teaches a way of listening deeply to the person and guiding them towards 

making their own arguments for change. 

 

Based on these changes in my thinking, here are the specific things I did to help Mike get well again. 

Through trial and error, I found what worked for us, and he found what worked for him. I want to emphasize 

that I’m a layperson. I just did some research. I’m sharing what worked for me, and I could only do this 

because Mike has never been violent while drinking. If violence is part of your situation, seek a 

professional.

A new philosophical approach:
“I started to embrace the idea of harm reduction as I learned about it, rather than expecting Mike to 
struggle for total abstinence.” This approach gets more people to reduce their drinking (or substance 

use) and the harms associated with it. We don’t dwell on the slips. Over time, the slips become shorter and 

can lead to abstinence in many cases. The harm reduction motto: Any Positive Change.
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Tips

Disengage as needed. No conversation with an 

intoxicated person goes well. Mike would attempt to 

provoke me, to spar, to get me to respond to 

perceived grievances. I would just say, “I know you’ve 

been drinking. It’s best if we spend time apart.” I’d 

spend the night in the den, watching my favourite 

shows and reading. And it took some discipline, but 

regardless of how often he’d circle back and knock on 

the door, I’d just say something like, “this is my me 

time.” Everyone seems to forget about caring for 

themselves when caring for another, but self-care and 

self-compassion are critical. Bonus: you never regret 

something said in anger. Because you never said it. 

And on that note…

Don’t react to reactivity. For a few days after drinking, 

Mike was moody, cranky and irritable. He’d overreact 

to everything. I learned not to react back. Rather than 

viewing him as being purposefully unkind to me, I 

envisioned a brain full of dysregulated emotions that I 

knew would calm down the farther out from the 

substance use he’d get. And then, he almost always 

apologized.

Don’t catastrophize: When Mike drank, I first went 

into panic mode. When I closed the door to the den, 

my thoughts darted about frantically. Based on Mike’s 

past drinking, I envisioned every horrible thing that 

might happen, and my heart raced. None of this 

thinking was helpful, so I pulled up a “total body scan” 

meditation on my phone. I took my blood pressure 

before I began, and then after. It came down 

substantially. If you're not familiar with meditation, 

other coping strategies can be writing down alternate 

thoughts, phoning a loving friend, or going for a walk. 

As the clearheaded one, you are responsible for 

calming yourself. Only then, can you be effective.

“Through trial and error,
I found what worked for us.”



Don’t go into “attack mode” the moment they are 
sober. It’s tempting to recite a list of their flaws or 

mistakes, and how much they’ve hurt us. After years of 

drinking, Mike was already well acquainted with his 

flaws. He didn’t need me to remind him. Venting 

initially feels good, but inevitably, it will make your 

loved one feel worse. Evidence tells us they likely will 

drink more, in secret.

 

Refrain from labels. Forcing someone to admit they 

are an alcoholic or addict is a waste of breath and fuels 

some nasty arguments. In most cases, our loved one 

knows only too well that they are sick or heading in 

that direction. They can accept help without being 

forced to assume a pejorative label. Same with  words 

like “co-dependent” or “enabler.” Many of us who 

help our loved ones struggling with substance use 

have been called that by well-meaning friends. In no 

other mental health disorder do we shame the only 

ones who help. When I get called an “enabler,” I ask, 

“how is that helpful? If you really want to help, bring 

me a casserole.” 

 

Say something nice. Really? Yes. It can help you shift 

how you see yourself, from victim to ally. If your loved 

one experiences the same shift, they’ll trust you more. 

There will be less conflict. Of course, what you say has 

to be true, and expressed when they’re sober. Mike 

was shaky and ill, but he told me he wanted to stop. I 

said, “thank you so much for keeping your drinking to 

just one night. How can I help you get better today?” 

In fact…

 

Say more nice things generally. Most of us hear one 

positive comment for every five negative ones in 

general interactions. If your loved one has been 

battling substance use for some time, they’ve likely 

heard nothing but negative comments, criticism, 

shaming and blaming for a long time. Shift that ratio. 

Remind them of happy memories. Tell them of 

something they did well. Praise them for trying. If 

punishment worked, no one would be addicted.



Find one good friend. I’m not a saint. When managing my own behaviours and emotions would get to be 

too much, I’d have coffee with that friend. She listened patiently as I vented and never said things like, 

“you’ve got to leave him,” or “find an Alanon” meeting. There are few things more dispiriting than 

knowing you are trying to do something different for your loved one, than being criticized for it by people 

who are ignorant of best practices. It gets exhausting. They only repeat what popular belief has told them. 

But my one wonderful friend said things like, “living with addiction must be terrible. How can I help you 

right now?” I wanted to go out for daily walks because I knew maintaining my fitness helped manage 

stress. So my friend would come over and spend time with Mike, while I went out. If friends support you, 

you can support your loved one as they navigate the challenges of dealing with substance use. If you don't 

have a non-judgemental friend like this, you can find professional help through a therapist or counsellor to 

support and guide you.

Let him feel his feelings. When Mike was going through withdrawal, he’d get very down on himself and 

ruminate on his many regrets. I’d fallen into a pattern of countering those recriminations, which only 

worsened things. He’d defend them and become even more resistant. He told me he needed to be able 

to feel those feelings, work through them and then they’d pass. I started to learn that a smile, a squeeze 

of the hand, and listening were all that was required at times like these. I was reminded again that those 

battling substance use disorders are the experts on their own condition. Mike knew what would help him. 

I only had to ask.

 

More cuddles. Anyone who knows me would laugh at this. I’m not a hugger, but I know touch can be 

healing. It's a natural way to generate oxytocin and dopamine that someone might otherwise seek through 

consumption. Mike loves hugs. So I hugged him more. 

 

Remove alcohol from the house. This may sound like a no-brainer, but for those initial 5 years of sobriety, 

Mike insisted I could keep a bottle of wine in the house. He told me his drinking days were done, that he 

never thought about alcohol. But when we filmed his brain scan at the Medical University of South 

Carolina, his brain said something else. Shown pictures of alcohol vs non-alcoholic drinks, his scan lit up 

like a Christmas tree. He may not have been consciously thinking about alcohol, but when cued, his 

subconscious was alive with thoughts of drinking. So I stopped having alcohol in the house. I now have a 

glass of prosecco every couple of months when I’m out with friends. With the latest science telling us no 

level of drinking is safe, not having alcohol in the house has proven healthier for both of us.

 

Never take success for granted. Which I had done in the past. Now out on walks, when I remember, I say 

to Mike, “thank you so much for not drinking for so long. You have removed some really tough stress from 

my life, and I so appreciate it.”

“I was reminded again that those battling substance use
disorders are the experts on their own condition.”
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If you’ve been living with a person that consumes a 

substance for years, perhaps you resent being the one 

who has to do all the heavy lifting? “Why should I 

change?” might be what you are thinking. “I’m not the 

one with the problem, and it sounds like I’d be turning 

myself into a doormat.” May I gently point out then 

that whatever has been done to date is not working? If 

you could commit to a month of trying these new 

approaches, you might see real change. what have you 

got to lose?

 

When there was drinking, this is how I tried to frame it: 

the Mike who drinks is not the Mike I usually live with. 

That Mike is full of wonderful qualities: warmth, 

humour, kindness, and curiousity, just to name a few. If 

I can remember he is in the grips of a devastating 

disorder, that he doesn’t want to drink in his clear state 

of mind, it helps me overcome resentment. I try not to 

take it personally because it isn't personal. I have a 

brother with severe bipolar disorder, and when he’s in 

mania, we all have great compassion for him. This is 

the comparison I draw upon. Substance use is a 

life-threatening disorder.

 

But I am not perfect. I become alarmed and anxious 

and fearful, and resentful. I am at a stage in my life 

where I deserve less stress. When Mike drank, he 

created more stress for me. I will admit I have failed 

miserably at many of the above tips. I’ve yelled at him, 

been unkind, and even mean. But in part because of all 

I’ve learned, those times are few and far between. I’m 

also practicing harm reduction for me.

“You love this person. If they
had a physical disorder, you’d
move mountains to help them.”



The 7 Elements of
Positive Communication

Be Brief
Most people say more than necessary when they haven’t planned it in advance, especially when 

nervous or angry. Try to hone in on your central request ahead of time, and stick to it. Script, edit, and 
rehearse what you want to say as concisely as possible. Extraneous words can drown out your core 
message (as in the “waa waa waa” of Charlie Brown’s teacher).

Be Specific
Vague requests are easy to ignore or misunderstand, and are often difficult to translate into concrete 
behaviour. In contrast, referring to specific behaviours instead of thoughts or feelings makes change 
observable, measurable, and reinforceable. For instance, instead of telling your partner to “be more 
responsible,” specify a behaviour you want to see more of: “I’d really appreciate it if you called me in 
the afternoon if you will be late coming home from work.”

Be Positive
Where “positive” entails describing what you want, instead of what you don’t want. This shifts the 
framing from critical and complaining to supportive and doable, and ties into positive reinforcement 
strategies, since it’s easier to reward someone for doing something—a concrete, verifiable thing— 
than for not doing something. Being positive in this way decreases defensiveness and promotes 
motivation. Framed positively, “Stop making a mess in the kitchen” becomes “Please put your dishes 
in the sink when you’re done.”

Below are seven steps that can help you improve communication with someone you care about. While 

these seven elements are straightforward, practice is key. “Positive communication” does not mean only 

saying nice things and avoiding conflict. Here’s what it does mean:

Navigating a relationship that involves conflict and substance use can be challenging. 



Label Your Feelings
Kept brief and in proportion, a description of your emotional reaction to the problem at 
hand can help elicit empathy and consideration from your partner. For best results, state 
your feelings in a calm, non-accusatory manner. If your feelings are very intense it can be 
good strategy to tone them down, so if you were feeling “furious and terrified” you might 
say “frustrated and worried.”

Offer an Understanding Statement
The more the other person believes that you “get” why he is acting the way he is, the less 
defensive he will be and the more likely to hear you and oblige. Plus, trying to understand 
your partner’s perspective builds your empathy, which will help the relationship.

Take Partial Responsibility
Sharing in a problem, even a tiny piece of the problem, decreases defensiveness and 
promotes collaboration. It shows your partner that you’re interested in solving, not blaming. 
Accepting partial responsibility does not mean taking the blame or admitting fault; it 
communicates “We’re in this together.”

Offer to Help
Especially when phrased as a question, an offer to help can communicate non-blaming, 
problem-solving support. Try asking, “Would it help if . . . ?” Or simply, “How can I help?” A 
little goes a long way to improve communication and generate ideas. (“Yeah, if you texted 
me a reminder, that would help.”)

Excerpted from the Center for Motivation and 
Change, based on the CRAFT technique devised by 
Dr. Robert Meyers. Community Reinforcement and 
Family Training (CRAFT) is a therapeutic approach for 
concerned families and close friends of people with 
substance use problems. This approach is positive 
and motivational in its focus, and helps people to 
work smarter, not harder, with their loved ones who 
are suffering from substance use problems.  

CRAFT teaches several skills, including:

• Understanding a loved one’s triggers to use 
   substances
• Positive communication strategies
• Positive reinforcement strategies – rewarding   
   non-using behavior
• Problem-solving
• Self-care
• Domestic violence precautions
• Getting a loved one to accept help

Learn more about the CRAFT at
www.the20minuteguide.com or by

connecting with an ALAViDA therapist.


