
As evidence emerges of 
polarisation in drinking during 
the pandemic (with heavier 
drinkers thought to be drinking 
even more), it’s clear that more 
needs to be done. SHAAP 
will continue to work with 
stakeholders to ensure relevant 
signposting and guidance 
is provided in ways that suit 
heavy drinkers.

SHAAP’s advice for heavy drinkers who are thinking 
about cutting back or stopping drinking alcohol

Why?

Impact

SHAAP wanted to enable 
heavy drinkers lacking 
support due to the 
pandemic to self-manage 
alcohol reduction and/or 
withdrawal as safely as 
possible.

How?
SHAAP staff and clinical 
experts in our Steering 
Group rapidly produced this 
new advice in March 2020 
ready for use, drawing on 
lived experience to ensure 
it met the needs of people 
who drink heavily.
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Our guide is a clear 
example of how impactful, 
well-informed and quick-
to-adapt the third sector 
is when faced with a 
dramatically changing 
situation.
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Advice for heavy drinkers who are thinking about cutting back or stopping drinking alcohol
 Is this advice for me?

This advice is intended to help you understand your drinking levels and avoid any serious alcohol withdrawal symptoms, should you plan to reduce or stop your drinking in the current context of the COVID-19 pandemic. We want to help you cut back in a planned way in order to improve your health in the short and long term. 
It is important that you know that both the risks of continuing a high level of drinking and of harms from cutting back are higher, the more heavily you drink.  If there are alcohol support services available and you are planning to reduce your drinking, you should use these, particularly if you are drinking over 30 units per day, which is around a bottle of spirits, 3 bottles of wine, 7 cans of strong lager (7.5% or more) or 4 litres of white cider. Withdrawal symptoms and complications are more likely at this very high level of consumption.

The support available from NHS and other services to help with alcohol detox and reduction for people who wish to do this will be reduced during the COVID-19 pandemic, though some services will be able to provide telephone and online advice. There is further information at the end of this guidance.
This advice is to help you, your families and friends self-manage alcohol reduction and/or withdrawal as safely as possible. If you are on your own with children, you will need extra support. If possible, you should speak to any professional who is supporting your family and get advice from your local addiction service before you start to cut down.
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Stigma and marginalisation

Alcohol dependency  
– risk of withdrawal

Social problems, such as  
unemployment and divorce

Wide-ranging health 
harms from drinking

Financial burden of drinking

Heavy drinkers

Increased risk of COVID-19 infection

Vulnerable to poor health  
outcomes if infected

Alcohol-related health conditions may  
have worsened due to the pandemic

and COVID-19

Increased levels of  
loneliness and isolation

Lack of support, with alcohol  
services disrupted/halted
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