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Wobbly, But Still Standing
Recognizing, Understanding, and Helping the High-Functioning Alcoholic
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Purpose

• Alcohol and socializing have gone hand-in-hand for thousands of years

• Alcohol is neither good nor bad
− It is your relationship with alcohol and the impact it has on your functioning

• Educate and increase self-awareness to promote wellness
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Alcohol and socializing have gone hand in hand for thousands of years. In ancient Greece, for 
example, Socrates would offer wine to philosophers during gatherings. In colonial times, early settlers 
would gather in bars to share news with each other. In more recent history, consider the role of alcohol 
in Oktoberfest, where crowds drink beer and celebrate, and the part that alcohol played at Woodstock 
in 1969 and the lasting trend of alcohol consumption at outdoor concerts today. It’s commonplace to 
drink alcohol at work parties, sporting events, on holidays, and at special occasions, like weddings. 

Alcohol, by its very nature, is neither good nor bad.  As such, the intent of the information being 
presented is not to pass judgment, but rather to increase self-awareness and promote wellness. The 
line between alcohol use and alcohol abuse can be blurry. Learning to recognize some of the signs 
that you are close to crossing that line is a proactive way to maintain control of your health. 
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Objectives

• Create a common understanding of language

• Define high-functioning alcoholism 

• Identify traits common to functional alcoholics

• Recognize red flags 

• Understand codependency/family impact

• Resources for alcoholics and family members

3
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Common Language

• Standard drink

• Alcohol use

• Alcohol abuse

• Alcohol dependence

• “Alcoholic” and “alcoholism”

4

To ensure that we are all on the same page, we are going to go over several terms that will be used 
throughout this presentation. 
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A Standard Drink

• Standard drink 
− 5 ounces of table wine
− 1.5 ounces of 80-proof liquor (e.g., vodka, 

bourbon, scotch)
− 3.3 ounces of champagne
− 12 ounces of regular beer

• Common drink
− The way most drinks are poured
− Often contains more than one standard drink
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Image Source: National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (www.niaaa.nih.gov)

A standard drink is defined by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention as is noted in the slide. 
(Review slide).

The challenge comes with the measurement. Common drinks (the way most drinks are poured), 
especially in restaurants, bars and by friends, often contain more than one standard drink. You may 
have one common drink and not realize how much alcohol you are consuming, resulting in becoming 
more intoxicated than you planned. A margarita, for example, might actually contain the equivalent of 
2-3 standard drinks, so drinking 2 common margaritas would be like drinking six standard drinks. 

To give you a clearer idea, one bottle of wine contains five standard drinks, a bottle of champagne 
contains 7.5 standard drinks, and a bottle of 80-proof alcohol contains about 17. The size of the glass, 
the type of alcohol, and the amount of alcohol all matter. 
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Use, Abuse, and Dependence

Alcohol Use Low-risk or moderate drinking No notable impact on 
functioning

Alcohol Abuse Repeated binge drinking 
and/or routine heavy social 
drinking

Drinking interferes with daily 
activities or fulfilling 
responsibilities

Alcohol Dependence Compulsive alcohol use Main motivation for many 
decisions revolves around 
alcohol; tolerance and 
withdrawal 
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Alcohol Use: 

Low-Risk Drinking 

For Women: 7 standard drinks in a week, with no more than three of those in one day. 

For Men: 14 standard drinks in a week, with no more than four of those in one day.
Staying within these limits is known as Alcohol Use. Keeping drinking within these limits 
has the following benefits: 
- Allows a person’s liver to keep up with metabolizing the alcohol in each standard drink 

so that brain functioning isn’t compromised. It takes about one hour for the body to 
metabolize, or process, one standard drink. 

- Helps a person to avoid crossing the line to alcohol abuse. 
- Protects nutritional health. Give or take a little, a standard drink contains about 100 

calories and little to no nutritional value. That being said, consider the implications for 
maintaining a healthy body weight. A person who has 3-4 standard drinks in one day is 
adding 300-400 calories to their daily intake. Splitting the difference, let’s do a little 
math: 350 calories per week x 52 weeks per year = 18,200 calories. 18,200 calories is 
roughly the equivalent of 5.2 pounds. 
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Alcohol Abuse

A person is considered to be abusing alcohol when their pattern of drinking has an effect on 
their daily activities. If a person drinks too much at one time or the person drinks several 
times throughout the week and finds it difficult to take care of personal responsibilities, they 
may want to consider their alcohol use.

Common signs of alcohol abuse include:

• Turning to alcohol to drink, relax, manage stress or attempt to feel “normal”

• Blacking out temporarily 

• Experiencing short-term memory loss

• Avoiding responsibilities to drink

• Increased social isolation from friends, family members, and/or colleagues

• Choosing to drink alone and hiding alcohol use

• Experiencing hangovers or feeling hungover when not drinking

• Decreased performance at school/work

Alcohol Use Disorder (Alcohol Dependence) 
Not everyone who drinks too much is going to develop an alcohol use disorder. The CDC 
reports “about 90 percent of people who drink excessively would not be expected to meet 
the clinical diagnostic criteria for having a severe alcohol use disorder.”

As the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism reports, problem drinking, or 
alcohol abuse, that becomes severe is given the medical diagnosis of “alcohol use disorder,” 
when a person has developed a chronic relapsing brain disease that is characterized by 
compulsive alcohol use. Other symptoms of alcohol use disorder are a loss of control over 
alcohol intake and when a person experiences a negative emotional state when not using 
alcohol. 

As someone begins to go from abusing alcohol regularly to becoming dependent on it, their 
main motivation for many of their decisions is to get alcohol and drink it just to consume 
more. This behavior is also known as alcohol addiction. The signs of alcohol dependence 
include:

• Having a high tolerance for alcohol (needing to drink more to feel high)

• Feeling like alcohol is needed to get through the day

• Feeling unable to stop drinking despite repeated attempts

• Rationalizing drinking behavior

• Regularly engaging in binge drinking or heavy drinking (as defined above)
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• Drinking more alcohol than intended

• Experiencing withdrawal symptoms if alcohol isn’t used

• Drinking alcohol just to avoid withdrawal symptoms (such as fatigue, anxiety, nausea, 
headache, tremors, insomnia, depression, irritability)

• Drinking despite the negative consequences that can result, such as losing a 
job/relationship

• Drinking in high-risk situations, such as when operating a car
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The Terms “Alcoholism” and “Alcoholic”

• Commonly used to describe a condition in which a person has a severe 
addiction to alcohol that impairs his/her functioning

• Used within this presentation because they are widely understood by and 
related to by the general population 

• Non-clinical terms
− Clinical professionals in the medical and psychiatric communities use the diagnosis of 

alcohol use disorder
− Alcohol use disorder, once diagnosed, is then qualified using mild, moderate, or severe 

specifiers, depending upon the provider’s assessment
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It should be noted that “alcoholic” and “alcoholism” are non-clinical terms by professional 
standards. Rather, these terms are commonly used in society to describe alcohol use 
disorder, a condition in which a person regularly uses alcohol to the point of impaired 
function. These terms are, however, used within this presentation because they are 
relatable and widely understood by the general population.  

Alcohol use disorder is the clinical diagnostic term utilized by the Diagnostic 
Statistical Manual, 5th Edition (2013), or DSM-V, to describe the spectrum of alcohol 
misuse. Serving largely as an umbrella term, medical and psychiatric providers 
specify the severity of the diagnosis based on the amount and frequency of alcohol 
use and the degree to which said use has a negative impact on a person’s life. 
Alcohol use disorder, once diagnosed, is then qualified using mild, moderate, or severe 
specifiers, depending upon the provider’s assessment and the patient’s self-report.

Alcohol use disorder (which includes a level that's sometimes called alcoholism) is a 
pattern of alcohol use that involves problems controlling your drinking, being 
preoccupied with alcohol, continuing to use alcohol even when it causes problems, 
having to drink more to get the same effect, or having withdrawal symptoms. 
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Identifying the Problem
Definitions, Criteria, Stereotypes
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What Does an “Alcoholic” Look Like?

9

What does an alcoholic look like? The term “alcoholic,” again, is a non-clinical term, that 
usually leads people to picture someone who drinks too much, who is hanging on by a 
string, and whose life is falling apart as a result. Other stereotypical characteristics of an 
alcoholic include drinking cheap booze from a paper bag, rarely being sober, always 
slurring, looking homeless or unkempt, unemployed, over 40, non-white, and poor to name 
a few. 

But, not all problem drinking looks the same. 

Alcoholism can take a heavy toll on your physical health, your emotional well-being, your 
personal relationships, and your professional life. It would seem impossible to drink heavily 
for a long time period without experiencing any consequences, such as neurological 
damage, depression, liver disease, heart disease, or cancer. This we know. 

Less well known, however, is that many people who engage in alcohol misuse manage to
function effectively, holding down jobs and maintaining households. The National Institute
of Health (2017) estimates “nearly 20 percent of Americans suffering from alcoholism are
functional alcoholics. Many of these individuals are middle-aged, well educated, and have
stable jobs and families.”
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This is the group we will be discussing today. 
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Alcohol Use Disorder Criteria

• Drinking more or for a longer period than you 
meant to

• Wanting to cut down or stop, but not managing 
to do so

• Spending time getting, using, or recovering

• Craving and urges to use

• Not managing responsibilities because of use

• Continuing to use, even when it causes 
problems in relationships

• Giving up important events and activities 
because of use

• Using even though it puts you in danger

• Continuing to use, despite having a physical or 
psychological problem caused by or that could 
worsen by use

• Developing tolerance

• Developing withdrawal symptoms

Adapted from the American Psychological Association, DSM-V, 2013

Education: 

Substance use disorders cover a variety of problems stemming from substance use, and 
cover 11 different criteria. To be diagnosed, a person must meet 2 of the 11 criteria within 
a 12-month period:

• Taking the substance in larger amounts or for longer than you're meant to

• Wanting to cut down or stop using the substance but not managing to

• Spending a lot of time getting, using, or recovering from use of the substance

• Cravings and urges to use the substance

• Not managing to do what you should at work, home, or school because of substance use

• Continuing to use, even when it causes problems in relationships

• Giving up important social, occupational, or recreational activities because of substance 
use

• Using substances again and again, even when it puts you in danger

• Continuing to use, even when you know you have a physical or psychological problem 
that could have been caused or made worse by the substance

10



• Needing more of the substance to get the effect you want (tolerance)

• Development of withdrawal symptoms, which can be relieved by taking more of the 
substance

10
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Broadening the Definition

• The medical definition of alcohol use disorder may lead people to think that alcohol 
dependence takes a specific form and may look a certain way

• Some people with alcohol addiction are able to cover up the more noticeable signs 
of alcohol dependence

• Functional alcoholics, or high-functioning alcoholics, can still be an alcoholic even 
though they appear to have a great outside life, with a job that pays well, a home, 
family, friendships and social bonds

• Alcohol use disorders are not about how his/her life appears on the outside, rather 
his/her relationship to alcohol
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High-functioning, or functional alcoholics, have the same disease as the stereotypical 
“ready-to-hit-bottom” alcoholic. They experience cravings, symptoms of withdrawal, and 
tolerance that go hand-in-hand with serious dependency. But, for the functional alcoholic, 
the illness progresses differently and the difference is largely based on the effect it has on 
their lives. 

Buying into stereotypes around “typical” alcoholism increases denial, rationalization, and 
defensiveness in functional alcoholics and their families. Because they do not fit the 
stereotype, and may, in some ways, reflect the opposite of the stereotype, they reason that 
their alcohol use is under control.  

In fact, high-functioning alcoholics may appear to be incredibly “together.” And, although 
they might drink too much, they may excel at work and have seemingly good relationships 
with family and friends—they may even be the life of the party. The problem therein, 
however, is that their successes can work against them, making them think they have their 
drinking under control based on their achievements. In reality, they are working twice as 
hard to maintain the appearance of wellness in social relationships while also managing 
their relationship with alcohol. 
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Maintaining a personal and professional life while drinking heavily can be a barrier to seeking 
medical diagnosis and treatment, often allowing high-functioning alcoholics to fall through 
the cracks of the healthcare system, leaving them undiagnosed and without help. 
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Recognizing the Problem
Traits, Challenges, Behaviors

12
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Typical Traits of High-Functioning Alcoholics

• Intelligent

• Hardworking

• Well educated

• Successful

• Goal-oriented

13

Overall, society doesn’t view many high-functioning alcoholics as having a substance abuse 
disorder, because these are people who have mostly succeeded and overachieved 
throughout their lives. 

Functional alcoholics are often intelligent, hardworking, and well-educated, which makes 
sense given the number of responsibilities they must manage in addition to problem 
drinking. Their professional status or personal success can make it hard to approach them 
about having concerns about their alcohol use. 

13



Caterpillar Confidential Green

Challenges for Functional Alcoholics

• Alcohol presents a unique dilemma
− Requires an honest self-assessment
− Determining the line between moderate or social drinking and problem 

drinking can be difficult

• Denial

• Double life

• Hitting bottom

14

It can be challenging to see whether or not the line from moderate drinking to problem 
drinking has been crossed; Even more challenging can be having the  person you believe is 
misusing alcohol recognize it in themselves. Functional alcoholics are often in denial about 
their problem, given that they have managed to maintain the appearance of success, 
despite their addiction. 

Denial: High-functioning alcoholics AND society often have trouble viewing themselves as 
alcoholic because their lives feel manageable. As we discussed, they don’t fit the 
stereotype- and when there is a disconnect between our usual understanding (the 
stereotype) and behavioral evidence, we tend to feel uncomfortable- which can lead to the 
avoidance of even entertaining the idea that there could be an issue. Functional alcoholics 
may say, “I could control it if I wanted.” In reality, if it takes time and effort to control 
drinking, then drinking is out of control. 

Double Life: High-functioning alcoholics appear to the outside world to be managing life 
well, but they are skilled at living a compartmentalized life- separating professions, 
personal, and drinking lives. They may make excuses to leave and return to events; they 
may take measures to hide the evidence of drinking; they may spend money on tools, such 
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as mints or gum, to mask signs of drinking…

Hitting Bottom: High-functioning alcoholics experience few tangible losses and 
consequences from their drinking. They often experience recurrent thoughts that because 
they have not “lost everything,” they have not hit rock bottom. They tend to intellectualize, 
or explain away, their drinking and minimize their drinking behaviors by favorably comparing 
themselves to “real” alcoholics. 

The truth is, most high-functioning alcoholics have friends and family who help cover up the 
consequences of their drinking, and are who are owed, at least in part, credit for their 
achievements. These individuals may unconsciously enable, or encourage, the alcoholic’s 
behavior by allowing him or her to avoid the negative consequences of their problem 
drinking. 
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Behavioral Red Flags

1. Self-imposed limits

2. Isolation in personal time

3. Broken commitments

4. Mental illness

5. Self-medication to cope

6. Increased tolerance 

7. Drinking to change mood

8. Cover-ups

Many high-functioning alcoholics are not viewed by society as being alcoholic because they 
have functioned, succeeded and/or over-achieved throughout their lifetimes. 

As a result of theses achievements, there is both personal denial of a problem and denial 
from family and friends.

15
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Self-Imposed Limits

• Drinking is restricted to specific times, situations, or beverages

• Use of minimizing words
− “I never drink on weeknights”
− “I only drink when I watch sports”

16

People who misuse alcohol may restrict their drinking to specific times, situations, or 
beverages. You might hear a high-functioning alcoholic say, “I never drink on weeknights,” 
“I only drink at bars,” “I have to drink at sporting events,” or “I only drink beer.” 

These self-imposed limitations might help them to convince themselves, and possibly 
others, that they are in control of their drinking when in fact, they often break their own 
rules. The use of the word “only” also minimizes their drinking behavior, lending to denial 
of a problem. 
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Isolation

• Spend time drinking alone

• Expend time and energy to drink secretly

• Limit or controlling about when and where they socialize

17

High-functioning alcoholics tend to isolate themselves in their private time. They may act 
sociable and outgoing at the office or at company parties, but, when they’re not at work, 
they often prefer to spend their personal time drinking alone or at bars. They may even 
discourage their family from inviting guests to the house because they don’t want their 
drinking habits to be exposed. 
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Broken Commitments

• Missing events or activities because of being drunk or hungover

• Forgetting important dates

• RSVPing and then failing to attend

18

They break commitments because of their drinking. A functional alcoholic may receive 
awards at work for meeting high-performance standards while forgetting an important 
anniversary or missing a family celebration because they were drunk or hungover.  Alcohol 
can also have an impact on memory and organization. Missing important dates and events 
sends a message that their relationship with alcohol is a priority over the people to whom 
they committed. 
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Mental Illness

• Mask psychological disorder

• Dull pain

• Numbing

• Help to disconnect from negative feelings or thoughts

19

They may secretly struggle with mental illness. Many high-functioning alcoholics use their 
alcohol misuse to cope with or hide mental health disorders such as depression, anxiety, 
post-traumatic stress, personality disorder, or eating disorder. Functional alcoholics may 
have big concerns about how smart they are, how qualified they are, how well they’re 
liked, how much fun they are…They may be hiding their insecurities and low self-esteem 
behind the effects of alcohol, whether it is to become emotionally numb or to lower their 
inhibitions and increase sociability. 

When they’re not under the influence, they may be moody, withdrawn, tearful, or irritable. 
They might even talk about suicide or attempt to harm themselves. According to the 
National Institute of Health, approximately 25% of functional alcoholics struggle with 
depression. 
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Increased Tolerance

• Over time, have to drink more to reach the same level of intoxication

• Consistent problem drinking will increase the body’s tolerance for alcohol

20

Alcohol tolerance refers to the capacity of the body to tolerate large amounts of alcohol. 
Due to chronic and excessive consumption by those who misuse alcohol, their bodies need 
more alcohol to produce the same effects that a person who occasionally drinks would feel. 

Tolerance to alcohol develops over time, meaning that a person will need more and more 
of it to achieve the same physical effects.

The primary cause of alcohol tolerance is excessive and frequent consumption of alcohol, 
and tolerance occurs less often with people who only drink occasionally. However, body 
type, gender, ethnicity, and metabolism are also factors that contribute to the development 
of tolerance.

20



Caterpillar Confidential Green

Drinking to Change Mood

• A drink will help me…
− Calm down
− Perk up
− Focus
− Sleep
− Wake up
− Dance
− Loosen up

21

There is a line, albeit a wavy one, when it comes to crossing over from social or moderate 
drinking to problem drinking. Social drinking can turn into a problem when you give into 
the feeling of needing a drink for nearly every situation. 

When you “Just need to drink to…” calm down, perk up, or go to sleep, you’re relying on a 
substance to change how you feel; you’re not in control of regulating your own moods and 
circumstances. 
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Cover-Ups

• Enlist friends and/or family to help maintain a healthy, functional facade
− Borrow money from friends and/or family
− Have someone else call regarding absences from events, work, school
− Shift responsibilities to others
− Allow others to make excuses for behavior or performance
− Request adjustment to schedule to accommodate drinking behavior

22

They ask friends and family to cover up for them. A high-functioning alcoholic might ask 
his/her spouse to call in sick to work for them when they’re struggling with a hangover, or 
borrow money from a friend when they’ve spent too much on alcohol. You might hear from 
a friend or family member, “They didn’t mean to- they just had too much to drink.  (Note 
that “just” is a minimizing word). 

In reality, high-functioning alcoholism is usually made possible through the enabling, or 
codependent, behaviors of loved ones. 
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Enabling the Problem
Symptoms, Behaviors, Help

23
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Codependency

• Codependency is a type of dysfunctional relationship that involves one person’s 
self-esteem and emotional needs being dependent on the other person. The 
codependent person may also enable the other person’s unhealthy behaviors.

• People in a relationship with those who misuse alcohol can develop codependency, 
an unhealthy focus on the other person’s needs over their own

• Can occur in a variety of relationships
− Spouses
− Partners
− Parent/child

24

Codependence in terms of substance misuse means putting another person’s needs before 
your own. It is an unhealthy reliance on the other person in a relationship. It often refers to 
a spousal relationship yet can also happen in a parent/child or other type of relationship. 

Codependency can be present in the spouse or child of someone with alcoholism, yet it 
also occurs in relationships with people who have mental or physical illnesses. Those who 
are codependent act as various types of caregivers, and their identity, over time, develops a 
foundation in protecting and maintaining the well-being of the unwell person. 

Treatment can help the codependent person learn to focus on his or her own needs, to 
have self-esteem that’s not dependent on the relationship, and to change the dynamics of 
his or her current relationship or find a healthier one. 
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Symptoms of Codependency

• Being dependent on others, including for one’s 
self-esteem

• Having weak and/or inflexible boundaries 
with others

• Giving up the self in the process of helping 
others

• Trying to control everything and everyone in 
one’s life

• Aiming to please people to an extreme level

• Having low self-esteem

• Having limited defenses against absorbing and 
reacting to other people’s thoughts and feelings

• Having difficulty communicating and speaking true 
feelings, beliefs, and needs

• Obsessing over other people

• Having trouble being emotionally close to 
someone in an intimate relationship

• Experiencing anxiety, fear, and other difficult 
emotions

• Being in denial about codependency and one’s 
need for help

It is important for the person who is codependent to seek help and support during their 
loved one’s recovery process, as they will need to redefine themselves, their function in the 
social world, and their relationship with the person who is looking to recovery. The loss of 
their role and sense of identify could leave them feeling displaced and asking, “Now, who 
am I?” because they have long been defined by the person abusing alcohol. 
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Codependent Enabling Behaviors

• Making excuses

• Covering expenses

• Hiding consequences

• Manipulating to promote change

• Controlling drinking

• Pretending to be OK

26

Many of the spouses, significant others, parents, and children of high-functioning alcoholics 
fall into the trap of codependency, protecting the alcoholic from the consequences of the 
disease. Codependents sacrifice their own needs in order to maintain a picture of normalcy 
at home. 

Typical codependent behaviors include:

Making excuses : “I’m afraid she’s too sick to come to your party,” or “He’s really not that 
mean all the time; he’s just under a lot of stress.”

Covering expenses: Paying legal fees, traffic tickets, or fines that the alcoholic incurred

Hiding the consequences of heavy drinking: Cleaning up messes or washing soiled clothes 
before the alcoholic is sober enough to see them

Trying to manipulate the alcoholic into changing: Making emotional threats or using 
passive-aggressive behavior to make the alcoholic feel guilty

Trying to control the alcoholic’s drinking: Keeping a large supply of alcohol at home or 
drinking with the alcoholic in order to keep an eye on him

Pretending that your own needs don’t matter: Denying that the alcoholic has hurt you 
emotionally or physically, or that you weren’t disappointed by his or her failure to meet 
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commitments.
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Maintaining the Status Quo

• Enabling

• Goal is to protect the family unit, partnership or relationship

• People assume various roles in families with dysfunction, all of which work 
together to try to keep a balance

• A great deal of effort to maintain stability is required by everyone touched 
by addiction

• Alcohol addiction is a family affair

27

Helping an alcoholic to continue drinking in order to maintain the status quo is called 
enabling. Many high-functioning alcoholics earn a good living and are able to support their 
families while continuing to drink. Trying to create change, or challenge the status quo 
(how things are currently), may be seen as a threat to the family’s social and financial 
security — even if the family must put up with emotional neglect or physical abuse.
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Help for Codependents

• Caterpillar EAP – 1-866-CAT(228)-0565

• Individual counseling

• 12-step programs – aa.org

• Al-Anon – al-anon.org

• Alateen – al-anon.org/for-members/group-resources/alateen

• Celebrate Recovery – celebraterecovery.com

• CODA - Codependents Anonymous – coda.org

• Nation Domestic Violence Hotline – 1-800-799-7233

28

The best cure for codependency is a strong, healthy sense of self. Individual therapy, 
combined with marriage or family counseling, can strengthen your self-esteem and help 
you build a healthy, sober relationship.

If someone close to you is a misusing alcohol, it’s just as important to seek support for 
yourself as it is to get help for your loved one. You likely have questions about how to deal 
with or help someone who struggles to manage their alcohol use. Self-help organizations, 
church groups, 12-step programs and mutual help groups, like Al-Anon and Alateen, offer 
advice, hope, and encouragement to people involved with functioning alcoholics.

Alcohol abuse increases the risk of physical and emotional violence, as well as substance 
abuse in other family members. A counselor can help you find positive ways to deal with 
the stress of living with someone who misuses alcohol. If you have a problem with alcohol, 
a professional addiction treatment program is the most effective route to recovery.
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Help for Those with Alcohol Use Disorder 

• Caterpillar EAP – 1-866-CAT(228)-0565

• Individual counseling

• 12-step programs – aa.org

• Celebrate Recovery – celebraterecovery.com

• National Domestic Violence Hotline – 1-800-799-7233

• National Suicide Prevention Lifeline – 1-800-273-8255

29
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