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Understanding Alcohol Abuse -- the Basics
People have been brewing and 
fermenting alcoholic drinks since 
the dawn of civilization. Consumed 
in moderate amounts, alcoholic 
beverages are relaxing and in some 
cases may even have beneficial ef-
fects on heart health. Consumed 
in excess, alcohol is poisonous to 
human systems and is considered 
a drug. It is estimated that between 
18 million -- or one in 12 adults 
-- in the U.S. abuse alcohol or are 
chronic alcoholics. Nearly 100,000 
Americans die each year as a re-
sult of alcohol abuse, and alcohol 
is a factor in more than half of the 
country’s homicides, suicides, and 
traffic accidents. Alcohol abuse 
also plays a role in many social 
and domestic problems, from job 
absenteeism and crimes against 
property to spousal and child 
abuse.

Taking alcohol to deal with stress-
ful emotions is called self-medica-
tion. This may make you feel bet-
ter for a while, but in the long run 
it will do more harm than good. 
Alcohol can make it harder to en-
joy life, and it can keep you from 
taking care of your responsibilities.

The immediate physical effects of 
drinking alcohol range from mild 
mood changes to complete loss of 
coordination, vision, balance, and 

exercise enough control to give the 
appearance of coping with every-
day affairs in a near-normal way. 
However, alcoholism can lead to 
a number of physical ailments, in-
cluding hypoglycemia, high blood 
pressure, brain and heart damage, 
end-stage liver damage, enlarged 
blood vessels in the skin, chronic 
gastritis, and recurrent pancreatitis.

speech -- any of which can be sig-
nals of acute alcohol intoxication, 
or drunkenness. These effects usu-
ally wear off in a matter of hours 
after a person stops drinking. Many 
law-enforcement agencies regard 
a .08 percentage of alcohol in the 
bloodstream as evidence of intoxi-
cation. Larger amounts of blood 
alcohol can impair brain function 
and eventually cause unconscious-
ness. An extreme overdose, alcohol 
poisoning, can be fatal.

Alcoholism
Chronic alcoholism is a progres-
sive, potentially fatal disease, char-
acterized by an incessant craving 
for, increased tolerance of, physi-
cal dependence upon, and loss of 
control over drinking alcohol. The 
physical dependence on alcohol 
may or may not be obvious to 
other people. While some chronic 
alcoholics get very drunk, others 

(Over)



Alcoholism can also lead to impo-
tence in men, damage to the fetus 
in pregnant women, and an el-
evated risk of cancer of the larynx, 
esophagus, liver, breast, stomach, 
pancreas, and upper gastrointesti-
nal tract. Because alcoholics sel-
dom have adequate diets, they are 
likely to have nutritional deficien-
cies. Heavy drinkers typically have 
impaired liver function, and at 
least one in five develops cirrhosis.

The alcoholic’s continual crav-
ing for alcohol makes abstinence 
-- an important goal of treatment 
-- extremely difficult. The condi-
tion is also complicated by denial: 
Alcoholics employ a range of 
psychological maneuvers to blame 
their problems on something other 
than alcohol, creating significant 
barriers to recovery. Historically, 
alcoholic behavior was blamed on 
a character flaw or weakness of 
will; many authorities now con-
sider chronic alcoholism a disease 
that can afflict anyone.

Virtually every culture has warned 
against overuse of alcohol, and 
some have prohibited it outright, 
rarely with lasting success. While 
laws and educational programs in 
the United States are designed to 
prevent alcohol abuse, commer-
cial and social pressure continues 
to put people at risk. Alcoholism 
is particularly insidious among 
young people and the elderly, in 
part because the symptoms are not 
easily recognized until the affected 
person becomes truly alcohol de-
pendent. 
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What Causes Alcoholism?
The cause of alcoholism seems 
to be a blend of genetic, physical, 
psychological, environmental, and 
social factors that vary among in-
dividuals. Genetic factors are con-
sidered crucial: A given person’s 
risk of becoming an alcoholic is 
four to five times greater if a par-
ent is alcoholic. Some children of 

Benefits Corner

Reminder
Alcohol & Substance Abuse benefits are available to County 
Health Pool Members. 
Inpatient Care and Outpatient Facility Care
Both in/out of network facilities provide benefits. However, the 
benefits are still subject to your benefit plan parameters (i.e. de-
ductible, co-pay, co-insurance and out of pocket maximums).
For more specific information, please go to www.ctsi.org under 
The Pools, click on CHP and look for the CHP Forms and Docu-
ments link to review your benefits under Medical Plan Documents.
In addition, you may contact Anthem customer service (1-866-698-
0087) located on the back of your ID card; to find out more infor-
mation regarding this benefit and to locate facilities in network.

alcohol abusers, however, over-
come the hereditary pattern by not 
drinking any alcohol at all. 

If you are having problems chang-
ing your behavior related to alco-
hol, talk with a health professional 
or go to a support group and by all 
means allow your loved ones to 
help you.	
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