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Although fewer Americans are drinking now than in recent decades, alcohol use
remains common among older adults. In 2024, an estimated 2.9 million U.S.
adults aged 65+ met the criteria for an alcohol use disorder. One-third of older
adults with problematic drinking develop these behaviors later in life, a pattern
known as late-onset drinking. This week, The DRAM reviews a study by Kevin
Mclnerney and colleagues that investigated psychosocial factors that contribute
to the development of late-onset problematic alcohol use.

What was the research question?
What psychosocial factors contribute to the development of early-onset versus
late-onset problematic drinking?

What did the researchers do?

The researchers recruited 18 adults aged 50 and older, most of whom lived in the
UK. All participants were in recovery from problematic drinking and were
recruited through recovery-focused organizations. Half of the participants
developed alcohol problems earlier in life, while the other half experienced late-

onset problematic drinking'. Participants completed semi-structured interviews
about their drinking histories and experiences prior to recovery. The researchers
used interpretative phenomenological analysis to explore how participants made
sense of their experiences in order to identify common psychosocial factors that
contributed to early-onset and late-onset problematic drinking.

What did they find?

Most of the early-onset participants had difficulty managing their emotions and
turned to alcohol at a young age to cope with feelings like social anxiety or low
self-esteem (see Figure). Many of them described a reciprocal family dynamic in
which growing up around alcohol problems shaped their own drinking and, in
turn, their drinking later impacted their family. Their drinking escalated quickly,
and many described suddenly losing control. In contrast, late-onset participants
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drank socially for most of their lives, but more frequent alcohol use gradually
became a problem. This escalation often followed a major life event that disrupted
their sense of purpose and identity, most commonly changes to employment.
Nearly all participants in both groups had co-existing mental health challenges,
like depression, and used drinking as a way to manage the discomfort they felt as
a result of these challenges.

PSYCHOSOCIAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO
EARLY- VERSUS LATE-ONSET PROBLEM DRINKING

EARLY ONSET
Difficulty regulating emotions: Drinking @ A gradual progression from social
<_—ﬂ to change feelings drinking to problem drinking
“..I could talk to anyone in the pub with a drink, “l was a social drinker... I'll go for a few drinks
but without a drink, | would have been in the on a Friday night [with friends]... And then it
corner... too frightened to say anything.” went to drinks a couple of evenings a week

and then it was every night and then it was, you
know, every afternoon, and then it was all day.”

Co-existing mental health challenges
“..So, a lot of my drinking, | would say, did start

off from self-medicating, to try and turn off my ~0-| The impact of major life events on sense
brain, to do with depression or psychosis.. (0\3 of self and identity influenced drinking

“I lost my job... It was something that | used as

~/\\= Obsessive drinking turned into a loss of my identity... | started drinking heavily... That's
control and denial of problems all | wanted to do just find oblivion because I'd

o lost my identity.”

“..But it didn’t take very long for me to go back

to old habits... As soon as | picked up that first “..Then suddenly | couldn’t work anymore... |

drink, | was wanting my second, and me third had nothing to do... | had no concept of myself

and me fourth...” outside of my job and my work, you know... |

had absolutely no idea of who | was.”

&Q& A reciprocal family dynamic: Influence
& and impact of problem drinking @E} Co-existing mental health challenges

“I had an alcoholic family... So, it was not
strange | was drinking as a child. They would
give me drink because that's what we all did...”

and drinking to cope with poor health

“In my marriage we... had started drifting apart...
We had some issues... | became depressed... |
just, you know, gradually went from drinking on
the weekends to also drinking after work in the
evening to, you know, always having a drink.”

“..Family started to notice... [at] get togethers,
I’d be drinking. I ruined my ex-husband's mum's
birthday because | turned up drunk.”

Figure. Psychosocial factors contributing to early- versus late-onset problem
drinking, from narrative experiences of older adults in recovery. Quotes from
participants illustrate each factor. Click image to enlarge.

Why do these findings matter?

Alcohol misuse in later life can have serious consequences but is often under-
detected. As the population ages, understanding why some older adults develop
problematic drinking is important for informing prevention and intervention
efforts. This study’s findings support the idea that late-onset alcohol problems
often emerge in response to major life transitions associated with aging. Older
adults may benefit from resources that provide guidance and support in
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navigating experiences like retirement or bereavement. Healthcare providers
should consider routine screening for alcohol misuse, mental health concerns, and
life stressors. Integrated interventions that address problematic alcohol use
alongside co-occurring mental health issues can help older adults reduce their
drinking and maintain abstinence.

Every study has limitations. What are the limitations in this study?

Each group in this study had a small sample size (n = 9). This is typical for
interpretive phenomenological analysis, which is intended for in-depth exploration
of individual experiences and identifying common patterns, rather than broad
generalizations. Most of the participants had a high socioeconomic status, which
could indicate selection bias. This also means the findings may not represent the
experiences of older adults with different economic circumstances. The study was
retrospective, so results may be influenced by recall bias.

For more information:

The National Institute on Aging provides information and resources about aging
and alcohol use. Visit the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism for
tips and resources for people struggling with problem drinking. For additional
information and drinking self-help tools, please visit our Addiction Resources

page.

— Kira Landauer, MPH

Want CE credit for reading BASIS articles? Click here to visit our Courses
Website and access our free online courses.

1. For the early-onset group, most participants (n = 6) developed problematic
alcohol use before age 30, while the rest were in their 30s when drinking became
a problem. In the late-onset group, most (n = 6) were between ages 45 and 50
when their drinking became problematic, while the rest were in their 50s.



https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3696198/
https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/grief-and-mourning/coping-grief-and-loss
https://www.brandeis.edu/roybal/docs/Social%20Readjustment%20rating%20scale_Website.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0376871624003296
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0378378219301811
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0378378219301811
https://basisonline.org/basis_glossary/#SelectionBias
https://basisonline.org/basis_glossary/#generalizable
https://order.nia.nih.gov/sites/default/files/2023-06/older-adults-and-alcohol.pdf
https://rethinkingdrinking.niaaa.nih.gov/
https://basisonline.org/addiction-resources/
https://divisiononaddictioncourses.org/

