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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Until about twenty years ago, the issue of problematic alcohol consumption among older adults was largely ignored. The main reason was that various methodological problems are encountered in conducting epidemiological research with older persons. These problems include unreliable information being provided by older persons about their alcohol consumption due to poor memory or denial.

This opinion survey avoided problems previously encountered in other research. This was possible by conducting interviews, via self-completed questionnaires, with individuals currently employed in occupations in which they interact with or provide services to older persons. Respondents represented major health and service occupations in the province’s six health and community services regions.

ALCOHOL MISUSE IS A PROBLEM

This survey found that, in the opinion of professionals and others who work with older persons, the issue of alcohol-related problems among older persons warrants serious attention. The survey determined that, among the total older adult population of 120,876 in Newfoundland and Labrador, approximately 12 percent, or 14,500 older persons are suspected or known to have problems resulting from alcohol misuse.

RECOGNITION IS A PROBLEM
Respondents offered the view that older persons do not realize that biologically, alcohol affects them differently than younger persons. Interestingly, nearly 50 percent of the respondents indicated that they too, would like to have more knowledge about the effects of alcohol on older persons. There was general agreement in support of the need to provide more information on this issue, to both older persons and to health and other professionals and support/service providers.
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SHAME AND DENIAL DETERS SEEKING HELP

Reasons most often cited for older persons’ excessive drinking included loneliness and the lack of purposeful activities in their lives. Problems caused by their excessive alcohol consumption were shown to range from alienation of family and friends to becoming alcohol-dependent. Respondents indicated they believe that there are sufficient services to respond to older persons seeking help with excessive alcohol use, but few older people use them.

INAPPROPRIATENESS OF SERVICES

Survey results indicate that there are several reasons why older persons with alcohol-related problems do not use services available to treat excessive drinking. Some older persons, although alcohol-dependent, deny that they have that problem. Others are ashamed to seek help for fear of being labelled as problem drinkers. There is also the belief that programs such as Alcoholics Anonymous are not for them, but for younger people.

Other studies have shown that programs, such as Alcoholics Anonymous, requiring admission of alcohol misuse and the need to adhere to total abstinence do not succeed with older persons. Programs reporting success, however, are those which do not require either admission of excessive use or total abstinence. The approach used by successful treatment programs is one which addresses and works to resolve the problems in the older person’s life which have been caused by alcohol misuse. This often leads to reduction in alcohol use and overall improvement in the individual’s lifestyle. An example of such a program is the Community Older Persons Alcohol Program, (COPA), established in 1983 in Toronto.

CONCLUSION

Results of this opinion survey, and related studies completed by Israelstam (1988), show that individuals who work with older persons believe the issues of problematic alcohol consumption among the latter are sufficiently widespread to warrant public attention. Findings also show that because of their age and self-perceptions, including denial and shame, older persons require a treatment approach different from that used in the general population.
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Survey respondents also pointed out that many professionals need to learn more about the changes in the effects of alcohol, as experienced by older persons, due to the aging process. Overall, survey results suggest that there is a need for increased awareness among older persons, and those who work and interact with them, regarding their issues with alcohol use. This includes defining the obstacles in addressing alcohol-related problems, and developing approaches to eliminate them.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Survey results generated a number of recommendations. They include those to be considered by addiction services, government, health professional organizations and their professional schools, and regional service/support providers to older persons. Importantly, seniors’ organizations and their related bodies are included as partners in addressing the issues identified by the survey.

While all of these recommendations require serious consideration, the following should be given priority. There is a need for addictions services to revise or develop services appropriate to the needs of older persons. This includes ensuring that addictions workers have a sufficient knowledge base regarding the issues faced by older persons with alcohol-related problems. Serious consideration should be given to use treatment approaches which address and resolve older persons’ problems created by excessive drinking. This includes not requiring admission of misuse or adherence to total abstinence.

There is a major role for government. It needs to support the development, distribution and availability of information, to older persons and those who work with them, regarding the effects of alcohol on the aging person. Government support
should be available to develop treatment and support services suited to the special needs of the older person with alcohol-related problems.



