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To my husband Kieran.

You always saw the version of me that was
still on her way.

Thank you for waiting while I caught up.
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INTRODUCTION

What are you thirsty for?

Not just physically, but in your life. Comfort? Connection? Relief? Freedom? We all have cravings, and we all reach for something to satisfy them. For years, I reached for alcohol. I didn’t question why; it was just what I did. But when I finally stopped drinking, I realised alcohol had never really been quenching my thirst. It had just kept me thirsty for more.

I used to work in the advertising industry. My job was to uncover the deep, unspoken desires that drive people’s decisions: what motivates them? What makes them feel seen, understood and valued? What products do they believe will make them happy?

The truth is, we don’t just buy products. We buy stories. Stories about who we are, who we could be, and what we need to feel whole. For years, I helped sell some of the biggest brands in the world, including alcoholic drinks. And what I regret most now, looking back, is that I helped sell a story about drinking that I would later myself fight to unlearn.

My official job title was Strategist – which I liked the sound of, but my colleagues liked to ground me by calling me ‘Anna the Planner’. It doesn’t sound quite as fancy but I guess it does have a certain ring to it.

Either way, my job was to bring insight to the table – to be nosey, if you like, about how people behaved, what they needed, and what they hankered for in life. Often considered ‘the clever ones’ in an agency, Strategists were tasked with taking these nuggets of killer insight and crafting them into a brief for the Creatives, or ‘the arty-farty ones’. They in turn would use this to come up with campaigns that spoke to people in distinctive, memorable and persuasive ways. And which always had a common goal: to encourage people to lean into a message, and respond accordingly.

Buy this make of car. Travel by that particular airline. Eat this brand of crisps. Join that like-minded community. Start doing X. Stop doing Y.

My insights shaped campaigns for well-known brands across industries – from cars (sexy!) to toilet bleach (less sexy!) to alcohol. But what truly excited me was working on healthcare brands and campaigns that could genuinely enhance a consumer or patient’s life.

One of the reasons that Strategists often convey an air of (pseudo-) intelligence is because we love a framework. In fact, models and frameworks are our thing. Getting up in a meeting to sketch a model of consumer behaviour as if it had just popped into my head instilled confidence in my audience that I knew what I was talking about. And one model that I whipped out more frequently than any other was the Trans-Theoretical Model, a fancy-pants name for a simple concept: the five stages of behaviour change, from recognising ‘a problem’ to making lasting change.
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Understanding this model was fundamental in my work, but it became even more significant when I realised I had been stuck in the first stage myself for years – completely unaware of my own escalating drinking problem. I’ll explore this more later in the book, but for now, the key takeaway is this:


People don’t change all at once. Change happens in stages, and the first step isn’t action – it’s awareness.



I used to think drinking was just a normal part of life. Over time, though, for me – and I can’t pinpoint when – it stopped feeling like a choice and started feeling like something I had to do. And, for years, I stayed stuck. Not because I didn’t want to change, but because I didn’t believe I could.

The process of breaking free wasn’t about willpower, labels, or rules. It was about curiosity. It was about stepping back and asking different questions – just like the little dude in the diagram, scratching his head. Not only different questions about alcohol, but also about myself. And that’s what this book is here to help you do.

This isn’t a book about quitting drinking. There are lots of ‘get sober’ books available, and they tend to get picked up by people who’ve already decided that they want (or very commonly, need) to quit booze – perhaps their life has begun to unravel in some way, relationships have been compromised or damaged, or simply things have got too much.

It’s a book about rethinking drinking.

It’s not a ‘How to…’ book.

It’s a ‘What if…?’ book.

A book about questioning what alcohol is really doing for you, and what life could feel like without it.

It’s about understanding what you’re seeking, and whether alcohol is helping you find it, or keeping it just out of reach.

So, let’s start at the beginning. Not with the problem, but with a question: What are you thirsty for?




PART 1

AWARENESS
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CHAPTER 1

AWARENESS, NOT ABSOLUTES

When I became an alcohol mindset coach, I stepped into a world where sobriety was often framed as a transformation, and spoken about with near-religious fervour. I met people who were not just alcohol-free but evangelical about it, convinced that life only truly begins on the other side of drinking. In some spaces, I encountered a rigid ‘us vs. them’ mentality, where drinkers were seen as blind, misguided, or even in denial, while non-drinkers were the enlightened ones.

This binary thinking never sat comfortably with me.

I don’t believe that alcohol needs to be demonised, nor do I believe that sobriety needs to be put on a pedestal. Drinking is a deeply personal choice, and my goal has never been to tell people what they should or shouldn’t do. As a coach, it is no more my place to tell people whether they should drink or not, than it is for me to tell them what colour pants to wear.

My mission is awareness, not absolutes. I want to help people see alcohol clearly, and strip away cultural conditioning, so that they can make fully conscious, individual choices about its role in their lives.

I long for a world where drinking – or not drinking – stops being a defining trait. Where the labels of ‘drinker’ and ‘non-drinker’ dissolve, and instead, we all just exist in a space of informed decision-making. A world where alcohol is not loaded with societal expectation, guilt or identity, but is seen for what it is: a substance and a choice. Not a position, or status.

I’m optimistic that we are moving in that direction, and in 2024 I launched The Big Drink Rethink podcast. I wanted a platform from which to explore the shift and to celebrate the fact that change is afoot. And, through my own exploration, I realised I could give listeners plenty of food for thought in terms of what alcohol might personally mean to them.

Much like the podcast, I want this book to stand as a conduit of awareness, rather than an arbiter of judgment. It’s not here to preach, to divide, or to tell you what is right for you. It’s here to illuminate, to prompt reflection, and to give you the space to decide, on your own terms, whether alcohol deserves the role it currently plays in your life.

Because true freedom is not about abstinence or indulgence. It’s about clarity. And awareness. Once you have that, you can choose with power, rather than from a sense of pressure.

A CURIOUS EXHIBIT

Back in the day, before I decided that there just wasn’t enough booze involved, I often used to visit art galleries. I lived in London, which of course meant that there were lots to choose from. On the weekend I loved nothing more than taking the scenic route from my flat in Hammersmith, to whichever exhibition I had chosen to visit. I would make my way, criss-crossing the many bridges along the River Thames on my vintage scooter, soaking up the London landscape and the city vibes. Back when I still felt high on life and the possibilities felt endless.

I loved galleries, particularly the more modern ones, with their light, bright, interactive spaces. I like the way they enable you to step outside your daily life and just focus on whatever they are showcasing.

Let’s imagine, for a moment, stepping into such a place.

The lighting is soft, the air is quiet. You’re here for a special exhibition, which promises to be deeply personal and fascinating. It is an exhibition about alcohol. As you enter the space, you see a large exhibit in the centre of the room – ‘Alcohol: A Cultural Artifact’. It isn’t one object, but a mosaic – fragmented and layered. All around, projections flicker on the walls: scenes where alcohol is playing a central role.

It’s a representation of alcohol not so much as a drink, or a social ritual, but as an idea – a symbol, storyteller and shape-shifter. This is your opportunity to explore alcohol as you’ve never encountered it before. A chance to withdraw your participation, leave your assumptions, habits and judgements behind. In this exhibition, you are merely an observer.

You are able to ponder alcohol, wander around it and examine it from all angles. Little prompts encourage you to imagine its history, its role in celebrations and sorrows, its promises and its pitfalls. Your imagination is allowed to run away with the stories it holds, the moments it has witnessed, and the ways it has influenced lives across centuries.

And oh my goodness, has it been around for a long time! A timeline stretching back thousands of years showcases alcohol as an ancient ‘elixir’, crafted and brewed by those seeking connection and celebration. There are paintings of feasts and banquets. You can imagine the laughter ringing through ancient halls, the toasts to victories, community and companionship.

You move on to the next room. The first display comprises brightly lit shelves, lined with sleek bottles and eye-catching advertisements. Alluring slogans promise relaxation, fun, kinship and sophistication. But then next to them, another display, less well illuminated, paints a rather different picture. Peering at the contents, you see that it contains statistics, testimonies, and warnings. Stories of lives changed, moments missed, ambitions squashed and potential unrealised. It feels at odds with the spot-lit, polished bottles, and you pause to consider the tension between the two displays.

Proceeding on through the exhibition, you enter a room where there are smaller alcoves, each containing exhibits that focus on a different angle of the story. There’s one that showcases how alcohol is perceived in different cultures. Another explores the economics of alcohol, highlighting how its production and sale have shaped industries and communities. Another, with magnified images of cells and organs, tells a visual story about how alcohol affects the body; and yet another showcases the effects that alcohol has on the brain and mental health. Each exhibit invites you to linger, to learn, and to think about the meanings beyond the surface.

And, finally, there’s a mirrored room. It is empty save for prompts encouraging you to reflect on your own experiences with alcohol. How big a part does alcohol play in your story? When and where does it show up? Has it been a guest at your happiest moments, adding warmth to celebrations? Or has it cast shadows in your hardest times, whispering promises of escape that came with costs?

With so much to take in and reflect upon, there is no rush. A seating area allows you to plonk yourself down and absorb what you’ve seen. This isn’t a place for judgement or conclusions. Just an opportunity to look, learn, wonder and ruminate. As you leave the exhibition, you walk underneath an exit sign, that invites you to carry that spirit of curiosity with you as you go on your way.

If you’ve ever listened to The Big Drink Rethink podcast, you’ll recognise ‘curiosity’ as a word that I utter often. Because, much like in that exhibition, it transforms the familiar into the fascinating, and the unquestioned into the examined. It invites us to see our choices and surroundings with fresh eyes – so that in that moment, we are not just thinking about alcohol, we are rethinking it.


rethink

[verb or noun: ree-thingk]

Verb: To think again about a plan, idea or system in order to change or improve it.

Noun: The act of thinking again about something to reassess or reconsider it.

(Source: The Oxford English Dictionary)



In my advertising life, my role demanded that I was deeply curious about what makes people tick, but I also know that curiosity is how we grow.

Curiosity is the key to knowledge, and knowledge is power. Quite simply, the more we understand, the more control we have over our choices and our future. When we’re armed with the right information, we’re no longer at the mercy of old habits or assumptions. Instead, we are in the driver’s seat, making decisions that truly serve us. It’s not just about learning facts; it’s about gaining the clarity and confidence to create a life we love, one choice at a time.

KEY TAKE-AWAYS:


	• Most people never truly examine their relationship with alcohol; they simply accept it as part of life.

	• Looking at alcohol from multiple angles, like an exhibit in a gallery, allows us to step back and see it in a new light.

	• The goal is to move from autopilot to awareness, and to challenge what we’ve been conditioned to believe.

	• The more we educate ourselves, the more we can make intentional choices rather than default ones.



Food for thought:


	1. Have you ever paused to ask why alcohol has the place it does in your life?
Have you made conscious decisions along the way – or is it something that has just happened?


	2. If you were to view alcohol as an ‘exhibit’ – a cultural artifact rather than a given – what would you notice?
How has it been presented to you through society, the media, and personal experiences?


	3. What assumptions about alcohol have you inherited from your environment?
Which beliefs feel like your own, and which ones more the result of conditioning?


	4. What emotions arise when you think about alcohol’s presence in your life?
Does it bring a sense of joy, connection, relaxation, or something more complex?


	5. What would it mean for you to approach alcohol with genuine curiosity?
If you set aside judgement or pressure, what questions are you now willing to ask yourself?




Related podcast episodes:

Episode 1. What The Big Drink Rethink is All About

Episode 2. Exploring our Love Affair with Alcohol

Episode 12. Crafting a New Drinking Narrative

Episode 36. Breaking Down Silos in Alcohol Culture
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