
I have been asked to help a friend through "detox" from alcohol.  What can we expect in the way of withdrawal symptoms?


Detox is the very beginning of abstinence, then ultimately early recovery.  Although the process of the body ridding itself of the chemical is fairly lengthy, the acute withdrawal is fairly short (usually a few days to a week). Acute withdrawal is physically and emotionally uncomfortable. Many people have a desire to quit drinking or using but are easily deterred by the experiences of detox and withdrawal or even by the fear of it.   It is also important to note that getting through withdrawals and detoxing from the chemical is generally insufficient in and of itself to maintain long term abstinence.  

Some alcoholics will experience withdrawal symptoms and others may not. Although it is difficult to assess whether an alcoholic will indeed, be one that will have detox symptoms and what the severity of those symptoms might be. Generally speaking, prior detox experience is somewhat predictive of the type of detox someone will probably have now. People often experience worsening bouts of withdrawal with each detox episode. There is no doubt about it, detox is not fun.   

Detox symptoms generally begin around 6 to 24 hours after the last drink. Some other factors that may have predictive influence on the level of severity of detox symptoms, include age, a variety of physical or health conditions, and other psychological symptoms.     

Detox symptoms can range from “mild” to “severe”.  Many people who have experienced mild symptoms do not realize that the symptoms represent a detox or withdrawal episode. Many people who have mild to moderate symptoms have flu like symptoms. Mild symptoms may involve cravings, anxiety, crankiness, anxiety, disturbed sleep, nausea, and vomiting. Severe symptoms could involve tremors, sweating, elevated blood pressure and pulse, hypersensitivity to sound and light, auditory, visual and tactile hallucinations, and fever. The most severe detox symptoms can be life threatening. These symptoms often involve seizures and DTs. Delirium tremens, DTs for short, are episodes of severe delirium and trembling. Delirium includes hallucinations, delusions, and other perceptual distortions. DTs and seizures, along with fever, increase in blood pressure and pulse, represent the most potentially life threatening detox symptoms. DTs and seizures require immediate medical attention. Other symptoms may also be indicative of the need for medical supervision.  

While it seems that withdrawal and detox are “just coming off alcohol”, it is difficult to predict what kind of detox experience someone will have.  Helpers are also often handicapped by not really having an accurate report about the amounts, frequency of use, and length of time that the alcoholic has been drinking.  Additionally, people with addiction are not always completely honest about drugs other than alcohol that they may also be taking.  These things further complicate the detox picture.  Without medical supervision detox can often be life threatening. Anyone who is trying to detox himself/herself, should talk with his/her physician about their alcoholism and desire to quit drinking. Many doctors will supervise detox on an outpatient basis.  
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