
Evidence Briefing – Older Adults 

 
Need to Know 
In this evidence briefing, older adults have been defined as anyone aged 50 and over. At 
present, the proportion of older people with a substance use problem continues to rise more 
rapidly than can be explained by the rise in the proportion of older people in the UK;  
 

• While overall alcohol and drug consumption is falling, in older generations there is 
evidence that alcohol consumption is increasing, yet there is currently no alcohol strategy 
in Scotland that specifically considers the needs of older adults.  

• Older adults with problem alcohol use are the least likely to receive treatment, but the 
most likely to have positive outcomes.  

• Isolation and loneliness are more prevalent amongst older adults. The evidence supports 
"a strong social role" for drinking alcohol in older adults, thus interventions need to avoid 
"paradoxical harm", i.e. reduce the damage of drinking alcohol but retain the benefits of 
socialising.  

• Age-related factors increase the risk of alcohol and drug use, including retirement, 
bereavement, dementia and chronic ill-health.  
 

 
Key findings 
 
Older adults should be included as a distinct group within alcohol and drug strategies, and 
their lived experience should be used to help design effective services; 
  

• Older adults’ alcohol and drug use is commonly misdiagnosed or missed entirely. 
Training primary care staff to spot problem alcohol and drug use, specifically in over 50s, 
will improve access to treatment, particularly when an older age identification test and 
cognitive impairment test are used  

• Venue choice is critical to making services accessible and acceptable for older adults, 
with a focus on access for those with limited mobility  

• Intervention involving employers is important in being able to manage the transition to 
retirement  

• Age-related alcohol guidelines need to be developed to combat a very low level of 
awareness of what these are amongst older adults1  

• Reduced hepatic function and the issue of poly pharmacy in older adults mean that 
pharmacological interventions may be less appropriate for this group. 

 
Good Practice 
 

• Drink Wise Age Well resources and guidelines 

• Mast-G and MoCA assessment tests 

• Older adults’ Cognitive Behavioural Theory manual (SAMHSA) 

• Healthy working lives initiative 
 
Potential Stakeholders 
 

• Alcohol and drug services 

• Geriatric services 

• Community services 

• Allied health professionals 

• Employers 

• Pain management services 



• Policy teams  

• General Practitioners 
 
Introduction  
 
This is a briefing on what works for older adults in alcohol and drug prevention. For the 
purposes of this briefing, older adults have been defined as anyone aged 50 and over. 
However, it is important to note that there is considerable diversity within this group, and 
there is thus a large crossover between this briefing and the adults briefing. This means that 
some older adult interventions will be suitable for those under the age of 50 (Adult Evidence 
Briefing), and equally that some interventions highlighted in the adults briefing will be 
suitable for those aged 50 and over. Which interventions are most appropriate will depend 
on the issues that an individual is presenting with and should be person-centred (Consider 
Themes).   
 
Context  
 
While overall alcohol and drug consumption is falling, in older generations there is evidence 
that it is increasing. A number of age-related factors drive greater risk of problem alcohol and 
drug use in older adults, including retirement, bereavement, dementia, social isolation and 
chronic ill-health and pain. Older adults are also at greater risk of alcohol and drug related 
harm due to physiological changes in processing these, and a slowing of their metabolic 
rate;  
 

• In Scotland, harmful, hazardous drinking is increasing amongst those aged 65-74 but 
decreasing in other age groups.1  

• Problem use of prescription medicines, such as benzodiazepines or opioid analgesics is 
more prevalent in older age groups, particularly older women.2  

• The Scottish Drugs Forum reported in 2017 that older adults in Scotland with drug use 
were very likely to suffer from depression, anxiety, chronic pain and/or live alone.3  

• The aging population is growing and is becoming more ethnically diverse which will 
require different approaches.4 

• Drug use, drug-related deaths and the number of older adults in treatment for drug use 
has increased in recent years in Scotland. "These upward trends are likely to continue as 
the remainder of the baby-boomers, who are currently aged between 49 and 68, make 
the transition into old age"5 

• It has been argued that "acute alcohol withdrawal syndrome is more protracted and 
severe" in older adults.6  

• It is estimated that drug use in those aged 40 and over accelerates the ageing process by 
"at least 15 years", including "premature degenerative disorders, circulatory problems 
[….] injection site ulcers, strokes, respiratory problems, pneumonia, breathlessness, 
diabetes, hepatitis and liver cirrhosis"7  

• "Generational differences, pride or a reluctance to discuss personal problems" can 
prevent older adults from accessing services.8  

• Older adults often have "extensive histories of alcohol [use], multiple and complex needs 
and failed treatment attempts" making intervention more difficult.9  

• There is a statistically significant relationship between retiring before 60 and problem 
alcohol use.10 

 
 
Defining ‘older adults’  
 



In its broadest sense, older adults can be taken to represent anyone aged 50 and over. This 
means that ‘older adults’ represents a diverse group, in which "chronological age" does not 
precisely predict health or independence11.  
 
The National Service Framework for Older People categorises older adults into three distinct 
groups, with varying needs:  
 
1. Entering old age: "These are people who have completed their career in paid 

employment and/or child rearing. This is a socially constructed definition of old age"12  
2. Transient phase: "This group of older [adults] are in transition between healthy, active life 

and frailty" and "often occurs in the seventh or eighth decades but can occur at any stage 
of later life"13  

3. Frail older people: "These people are often vulnerable as a result of health problems 
such as stroke or dementia, social care needs or a combination of both."14  
 

Interrelated risk factors  
 

• The evidence supports "a strong social role" for older adults in drinking alcohol. As social 
participation has been shown to be important for cognitive health, attempts to reduce 
alcohol use in older adults need to avoid "paradoxical harm". However, there is also a link 
between alcohol and drug use and social isolation.15  

• Compared to over 50s still in work, those "looking for work" were more than three times 
as likely to have alcohol use, and for those "unable to work" this increased to more than 
five times as likely.16  

• In some immigrant populations, alcohol use and type is related to recreation of their 
homeland cultures and national identities.17  

• Among men, the prevalence of drinking more than 14 units a week increases with age 
and is most common among men aged 65 to 74 years.18  

• The risk of problem alcohol use is thought to be particularly acute for LGBT people aged 
55+, "especially those who come out or transition later in life." 19 
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