ASPERGER SYNDROME and ALCOHOL: Drinking to Cope?

Matthew Tinsley and Sarah Hendrickx (2008), Jessica Kinsley Publishers, www.jkp.com
Matt Tinsley managed to live a fairly successful life, in part because he used an increasing amount of alcohol to help him deal with his chronic feelings of stress, panic and fear as a late diagnosed adult with Asperger Syndrome. Until his world came tumbling down around him, in large part because of his alcohol abuse.  After two failed marriages, Matt finally overcame his addiction. Sarah Hendrickx is the Training Manager of an adult AS support project in the UK who helped guide Matt through this process.
Is there a link between the use of self-medication (including but not limited to alcohol) to calm the anxieties associated with Asperger Syndrome? The authors suspect that there is, among those with a diagnosis and those who are yet to be recognized. Finding people willing to talk about it was not easy as those who were still using alcohol to cope, and finding it helpful, weren’t the kind to seek support for their anxieties. Alcohol services are often poorly equipped to recognize the symptoms of AS. Autistic communities, justifiably tired of researchers and their probing questions, are reluctant to accept requests for this type of information from their members. As a member of the autism community, I can state that I personally know AS adults who have and are dealing with this issue. If you are one of them, or have a loved one who is struggling with this mal-adaptive approach to self-calming or appearing more “normal” in social situations, this book is for you.
The authors look back to where alcohol as a coping mechanism is likely to start, from bullying in childhood to the hormone-, expectation-, and boundary-changes of adolescence. Consumption of alcohol is a common right-of-passage challenge for most adolescents. For those with AS, the numbing effect of alcohol can be a very positive experience. Add to that the challenges of the adult social world and employment, and it is not difficult to see why an AS individual can become dependent on alcohol as a way of coping. The health effects of chronic alcohol use are usually the beginning of the end, and the ultimate failure of this strategy. The most valuable chapter, of course, is the one that points out the options available to an AS adult caught in this addictive trap. The authors go beyond pointing out the traditional treatment options for addiction to alcohol. To Matt, his diagnosis and ultimate self-acceptance as an individual on the autism spectrum was a large part of the success of his recovery.  To this he adds the importance of exercise, appropriate levels of anti-anxiety medication, a support network, minimizing drinking triggers, successful strategies for dealing with the expectations of other, employment that is consistent with the needs and abilities of AS, and Cognitive Behavioral Therapy.
This book is well written and easy to read. As a bonus, at the end of each chapter the authors provide bullet points that emphasize what is important to remember from that chapter to make it easy to review. There are very few really helpful resources for adults on the spectrum. This is one of them.
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