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FOREWORD

Elderly Alcoholism:  Intervention Strategies represents an important contribu-
tion to those interested in improving the lives of older adults.  The field

of alcohol and aging is a challenging one for researchers, policy makers,
practitioners, older adults and their family members.  With the aging of the
population, one would think that this problem would be of greater interest as
the baby boomers reach their later years.  Yet, risky or excessive use of alco-
hol by the elderly has remained a "hidden problem," with relatively few
older adults being screened for alcohol problems and far fewer finding their
way to treatment.  Perhaps this is due to the fact that many older adults no
longer consume alcoholic beverages, let alone abuse them, or due to an
ageistic view that alcohol is but one of a few pleasures left for an elder.   More
likely, the older adult lacks the visibility of the younger alcohol abuser and
is less likely to be admitted to treatment.

The history of the field of alcohol treatment for older adults is not very old
itself.  In the late 1960s and early 1970s studies focused on the epidemiology
of the problem.  In the 1980s the focus seemed to be on treatment issues such
as the need for elder-specific treatment programming.  In the 1990’s policy
and best practices in the field were being discussed.  These include the
Treatment Improvement Protocol Manual (number 26) produced by a
national panel of experts for the Center for Substance Abuse Treatment
(CSAT) of the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration
(SAMHSA).  Recent research has focused on less costly alternatives to for-
mal treatment, i.e., brief physician advice and brief interventions.  

In the past few years, several books have been published on various
aspects of treatment of the older problem drinker, but Dr. Beechem’s contri-
bution offers a wider array of topics of interest to a wide audience.  He has
written this book based on his experience as a professional counselor and an
academic, as well as from his personal perspective.

This book will be resource for students, and for professionals in the geron-
tological, addictions, social work, mental health, nursing, and medical fields.
Rather than presenting a limited focus on treatment, Dr. Beechem offers the
reader a wide array of issues and information.  The book summarizes the
various models of alcoholism and how they relate to the older adult.  It
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describes various precipitants for drinking problems in old-age, including
"loss-grief theory."   It addresses the issues faced by many professionals such
as identification and assessment of the problem and how to work with spe-
cial populations, perhaps the least known area in this relatively new field.
The book also addresses the critical issue of relapses and the relationship of
alcohol to suicide.  Rather than just summarize the literature, Dr. Beechem
traveled to locations in the U.S. and Canada known for the innovative pro-
grams for elders.  He took the time to interview the program directors,
researchers, and others to learn what made their treatment programs differ-
ent from others.

We need to advocate for improved substance abuse treatment and its
availability for our older citizens.  Elderly Alcoholism:  Intervention Strategies is
an important contribution and can only help us to become more aware of the
scope of the problem and what to do about it.

Lawrence Schonfeld, Ph.D., Professor,
Department of Aging and Mental Health

Louis de la Parte Florida Mental Health Institute
University of South Florida

Tampa, Florida 33617
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PREFACE

As a beginning professional counselor in the early 1970s, I fervently
avoided accepting clients with presenting problems suggesting sub-

stance abuse.  On November 29, 1989, after innumerable, but futile, efforts
to convince a university administrator that I was not an alcoholic, I decided
to enter a thirty-day residential treatment program not with sobriety as a goal
but, instead, to prove once and for all that I was not an alcoholic so that the
administrator’s incessant nagging would finally stop.

After a full hour of disclosing my seemingly endless beverages of choice
to the facility’s intake worker, the nurse took my rapidly escalating pulse and
blood pressure.  As she charged to the medicine cabinet for anticonvulsant
medication, my tenacious grip on alcoholism denial started to crumble.
Although nowhere near the acceptance stage, this very incident, day, and
year indelibly inaugurated the beginning of my successful alcoholism recov-
ery.  With a certain sense of pride, I can now proclaim that “My name is
Mike, I am a grateful recovering alcoholic.”

Enthusiastic with prospects to start anew, I accepted a faculty position at
The University of West Florida to coordinate the Aging Studies Program and
to teach substance abuse courses.  New to the community, I was invited to
join a community mental health subcommittee to assess the seriousness of
elderly alcoholism, the “hidden disease.”  After some six to eight months of
study, all fourteen committee members concurred that alcoholism was ram-
pant among the elderly in the Pensacola community.  Like many fact-finding
committees, the group disbanded with their mission completed, despite a
rapidly growing elderly alcoholic population largely untreated.  In all likeli-
hood, the very same situation could be documented in countless communi-
ties throughout our country.

Primarily because of my teaching and research focus on gerontology, sub-
stance abuse, and the grieving process, I decided that this book should
appropriately integrate those areas.  It was further determined that as an
interdisciplinary supplementary text, both undergraduate and graduate stu-
dents in the physical and behavioral sciences would be served.  Despite the
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book’s structure, which conveniently includes study questions for students’
learning needs, it was purposively written with professional counselors in
mind.  As a reference book for professionals, including nurses, physicians,
and others who provide services to an elderly clientele, it has practical value
in focusing on the interplay between alcoholism and the aging process.

I would be remiss not to include my rationale for interspersing Beetle
Bailey cartoons throughout.  As a mere private with a career duration of two
years, nine months, four days, and sixteen hours, I can readily identify with
the lowly, yet lovable Private Beetle Bailey; but, it is General Amos
Halftrack, whose alcoholic behaviors are highlighted.  I selected twenty-three
cartoons depicting the “mischievous” General Halftrack who superbly
exhibits many alcoholism behaviors.  I tried to match appropriate cartoons
with situations.  For example, in the cartoon with the General rationalizing
that his alcoholism allows him to tolerate increased amounts of alcohol, he
asserts, “the brain’s ability, eh?  About time I got some credit!”  I, therefore,
inserted this cartoon in Chapter V, Difficulty in Identification (“Hidden
Alcoholism”).  Then, again, there were cartoons that did not necessarily fit
that well, but because they represented typical behaviors of elderly alco-
holism, they were included.

With a strong sense of indebtedness and gratefulness, this book was pas-
sionately written for the purpose of perhaps making some contribution to the
professional counseling community that supported me to recover successfully.

Michael Beechem

x Elderly Alcoholism



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Iam very appreciative to those persons who contributed immeasurably
toward the overall quality of my book.  First, I must give substantial cred-

it to the reviewers whose constructive criticism led to needed revisions.
Those reviewers include:

General Reviewers:
Dr. James Boren, Northeastern State University
Dr. Richard Doelker, The University of West Florida
Dr. Richard Ager, Tulane University
Dr. Katherine van Wormer, University of Northern Iowa
Medical Reviewer: Dr. Michael Acromite, M.D., Naval Air Station,

Pensacola, Florida
Spirituality Reviewer: Rev. Arnold Hendrix, Graduate Student, The

University of West Florida
My thanks to several students who were especially helpful.  Gregory

Kimbriel, Cynthia Jones, and Linda Torres ordered reading materials con-
sidered essential from various universities.  Students Angela Bernard, Laura
Leonard, Erin Robinson, and Karen Smith provided important student per-
spectives about the book.  Another student, Sarah Nasca, proved enormous-
ly helpful in selecting and developing appropriate case studies and study
questions.

A special thanks goes to Connie Works, who generously provided support
in completing the manuscript when my wife contracted acute leukemia and
was no longer able to continue her important role.  Without Connie’s invalu-
able support, the finished product would have been substantially delayed.

xi





CONTENTS

Preface  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .ix

Chapter

I. Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .3
Seriousness of the “Problem”: Divergent Viewpoints . . . . . . . . . . . . . .3

Not a Problem . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .3
“Problem” is Serious . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .4

Alcoholism Defined  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .4
“Character Defect” Theory of Alcoholism  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .5

Etiology:  Alcoholism as a Disease  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .6
Nature vs. Nurture  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .6
Alcohol Abuse  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .7
“Problem Drinker”  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .7

Alcohol’s Effect on the Elderly  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .8
Categories of Elderly Alcoholism  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .9

Early-Onset Alcoholism (EOA)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .9
Late-Onset Alcoholism . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .9
“Intermittent” Alcoholism  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .10

Seriousness of Elderly Alcoholism Underestimated  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .10
Monetary vs. Human Costs  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .11
Summary  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .12
Glossary of Terms  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .12
Study Questions  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .13
References  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .13

II. Losses as Precursors of Elderly Alcoholism . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .15
Antecedents  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .15
Losses Commonly Faced in Old Age  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .16
Grief: A Reaction to Loss  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .17

xiii



Chapter

The Grieving Process  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .17
Grief Features of Elderly Grieving . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .18
Loss-Grief Theory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .19
Psychosomatic Disorders:  The “body-mind” connection  . . . . . . .19
Grieving Process Model  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .21

Summary  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .23
Glossary of Terms  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .24
Study Questions  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .24
References  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .25

III. How Alcohol Abuse Influences the Aging Process . . . . . . . . . . .26
Biological Aging  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .27
Cardiovascular System  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .28

Esophagus  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .28
Neuromuscular System . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .28
Interaction with Medications  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .29
Disulfiram  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .29
Elderly Alcoholic Women Vulnerable  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .29

Cognitive Aging  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .30
Pathological Intoxification  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .31
“Black Outs”  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .32
Neurotransmitters  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .33
Alcohol and Sexuality  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .34
Alcohol and Depression . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .36
Alcohol and Suicide  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .36

Summary  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .36
Glossary of Terms  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .37
Study Questions  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .38
References  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .39

IV. Theories of Aging . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .41
Activity Theory  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .42
Disengagement Theory  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .43
Modernization Theory  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .44
Labeling Theory  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .45
Exchange Theory  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .46
Continuity Theory  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .46

xiv Elderly Alcoholism



Chapter 

Phenomenological Theory  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .47
Summary  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .48
Glossary of Terms  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .48
Study Questions  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .49
References  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .49

V. Difficulty in Identification (“Hidden Alcoholism”) . . . . . . . . . . .51
Stereotypical Elderly Alcoholic  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .51
Shame  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .52
Secretiveness  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .52
Confusion  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .52
Accidents  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .53
Nonspecific Presentations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .53

Physical Abnormalities Associated with Elderly Alcoholism . . . . .54
Innovative Programs to Identify the Elderly Alcoholic  . . . . . . . . .55

Diagnostic Instruments are Inadequate  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .56
Self-administered Alcoholism Screening Test (SAAST)  . . . . . . . . . . .57
Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test (AUDIT) . . . . . . . . . . . . . .57
Cage . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .57
Drinking Problem Index (DPI)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .58
BONS Screen  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .58
U-OPEN Screen  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .58

Loss-Grief Ranking Scale  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .59
Family Physician in an Identification Role  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .63

Summary  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .64
Glossary of Terms  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .65
Study Questions  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .66
References  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .66

VI. Special Populations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .68
People of Color  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .69
Cultural-specific Practice  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .69

African-Americans  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .69
American Indians  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .72
Hispanics  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .75
Asian-Americans  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .77

Lesbians and Gays  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .79

Contents xv



Chapter 

Gender-specific Socialization and the Propensity for Alcoholism  . .80
The Homeless Elderly Alcoholic  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .81
Summary . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .82
Glossary of Terms  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .83
Study Questions  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .84
References . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .84

VII. Intervention . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .88
Crisis Intervention  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .88

“Rock Bottom”  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .88
Levels of Intervention  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .89

Intervention at the Primary Level  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .89
Intervention at the Secondary Level  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .90
Intervention at the Tertiary Level  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .91
Brief Intervention  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .92
Societal Attitudes:  Obstacle to Treatment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .93

Johnson Intervention Model  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .94
Gathering the Intervention Team . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .94
Gathering the Data  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .95
Rehearsing the Intervention . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .95

Fields’ Intervention Model  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .97
Edinberg’s Intervention Guidelines  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .97
Target Intervention Settings  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .98
Identifying Viable Intervention Strategies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .99
Summary  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .100
Glossary of Terms  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .100
Study Questions  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .101
References  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .102

VIII. Practice Values/Attitudes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .103
Professional Values for Alcoholism Counselors  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .103

Attitudes Toward Client  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .107
Six Common pitfalls for the counselor-therapist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .108

Ageism . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .108
Countertransferences  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .109
Avoidance and Denial Coping Strategies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .110
Professional Co-dependent Enabling  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .111

xvi Elderly Alcoholism



Chapter 

Taking Sides . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .112
Sympathy vs. Empathy  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .112
Burn out . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .113

Summary  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .114
Glossary  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .115
Study Questions  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .115
References  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .116

IX. Practice Strategies: An Eclectic Approach . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .118
The Assessment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .118

Life Review as a Part of the Assessment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .119
Client-centered Approach to Counseling  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .124
Empathy as an Essential Counseling Skill . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .124
Empathy Defined  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .124
Family Systems Therapy  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .126
Health Intervention Strategies  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .127
Raines Life Transition Model  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .128

Grief Work . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .130
Loss-Grief Inventory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .132
Loss-Grief Ranking Scale  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .133

Summary  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .137
Glossary  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .138
Study Questions  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .139
References  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .140

X. The Spiritual Component of Treatment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .142
Spiritual Needs and Their Varied Meanings  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .142
Support Groups and Srategies  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .143

Alcoholics Anonymous (A.A.)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .144
Summary  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .153
Glossary of Terms  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .153
Study Questions  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .154
References  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .155

XI. Relapse . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .156
Relapse Rate High  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .156

Relapse Defined  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .157

Contents xvii



Chapter 

“Lapse”/“Slip” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .157
“Slip”/“Slippers”/“Chippers” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .158
Unmanaged Stress  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .158
Etiology of Relapse  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .159
Precipitating Events/“Triggers”  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .160
The A-B-C’s of Drinking Behavior  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .161
Desipramine Treatment as a Relapse Prevention Strategy  . . . . . .162
A Self-efficacy Relapse Prevention Model . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .163
Relapse as a Precursor to Suicide  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .163
Support Needed when Relapse Occurs  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .163

Summary  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .164
Glossary of Terms  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .165
Study Questions  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .165
References  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .166

XII. Elderly Suicide: Causes and Prevention Strategies . . . . . . . . . .168
Suicidal Situation  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .170

Widowhood:  An Antecedent to Suicide  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .170
Physician-Assisted Suicide (PAS)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .172
The Depression, Alcohol, Suicide Interrelationship  . . . . . . . . . . .172

Factors Contributing to High Suicidality  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .173
Crises/Turning Points  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .173
Lack Control in Decision-making Processes  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .173
Increased Suicidality for Alcoholism Relapse  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .174
Clinical Depression  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .174
Unstable Lifestyle  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .175
Giving Away Possessions  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .175

Suicidal Prevention  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .175
Mobilize Support . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .175
Nonjudgmental  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .176
Support the Reasons to Live . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .176
Do not Identify as the Rescuer  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .176

Summary  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .177
Glossary of Terms  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .177
Study Questions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .178
References  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .178

xviii Elderly Alcoholism



Chapter 

XIII. On-Site Program Visits . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .180
Community Older Person Alcohol

Program (COPA) Toronto, Ontario . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .180
Chelsea Arbor Treatment Center (CATC) Ann Arbor, Michigan  .181
Older Adult Alcohol and Other Drug Abuse 

(ADDA) Services, Appleton, Wisconsin  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .182
Amethyst  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .183
Older Adult Programs, Hanley-Hazelden Center 

St. Mary’s West Palm Beach, Florida . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .184
Summary of Interviews  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .185
Case Studies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .186
Study Questions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .192

XIV. Future Trends . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .193
Train Professional Counselors in the Aging Process  . . . . . . . . . . . .193
Identification of Elderly Alcoholics Needs Improvement  . . . . . . . .194
Cultural-Specific Treatment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .195

Principles/Attitudes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .195
Intervention Strategies  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .196

Grief Work  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .196
Suicide  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .197
Harm-Reduction Strategies  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .197

Promote Elder-Specific Treatment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .197

Epilogue . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .199
Appendix  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .201
Bibliography  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .213
Index  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .225

Contents xix





ELDERLY ALCOHOLISM





Chapter I

INTRODUCTION

It would be repetitious with other researchers if we were to say
the problems of elderly alcohol abuse needs further verifica-
tion of its extent and treatment implications.  The problem
may continue to be overlooked due to the older problem
drinker’s lack of visibility. However, as the number and pro-
portion of older people increase, alcohol abuse in the elderly
is likely to become less hidden.

Schonfeld & Dupree, 1990, pp. 5–9

SERIOUSNESS OF THE PROBLEM:  DIVERGENT VIEWPOINTS

Not a Problem

Elderly alcoholism has slowly been recognized as a serious health prob-
lem.  Based on a population of 100 patients sixty years and older in a

psychiatric hospital, Gaitz and Baer (1971) determined that 44% of the sam-
ple population was alcoholic.  Although a large number of alcoholics was
identified within the psychiatric population, the study concluded that elder-
ly alcoholism for the general population is not at high levels and that the
“percentage of people who drink excessively declines with increasing age,”
which they attributed to increased maturity, responsibility, reduced drive,
less social involvement, fewer social pressures, and less affluence (Gaitz &
Baer, April 1971).  Conversely, other researchers insist that if there is a
decline in elderly alcoholism, it is attributable to a high mortality rate among
alcoholics; that is, many die from alcoholism-related ailments before they
reach old age (Abrams & Alexopoulos, 1987).  Leading researchers in elder-
ly alcoholism are divided over whether elderly alcoholism declines, increas-
es, or remains the same.
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Problem is Serious

Generally, recognition that elderly alcoholism is a serious health problem
has gained support from researchers in recent years.  Butler, Lewis, and
Sunderland (1991) insist that many elderly alcoholics are unreported,
because many drink in the privacy of their homes.  They estimate that 10 to
15 percent of elderly older than sixty are alcoholics (Butler, Lewis, &
Sunderland, 1991).  According to Bienenfeld (1987), most research studies
identify at least 10 percent of Americans older than age sixty-five as having
a “drinking problem,” whereas at least 8 percent of elderly drinkers are
“alcohol-dependent” (Bienenfeld, 1987).  According to Levinthal (1996),
“there is a widely held belief that alcohol abuse is not much of a problem
with the elderly.  Unfortunately, that is a myth” (Levinthal, 1996, p. 587).

Elderly alcoholism researchers commonly regard the elderly population
to be the most vulnerable age group for alcoholism.  Generally, the elderly
are exposed to life events that frequently cause high stress levels, including
chronic illness, spousal care giving (especially for Alzheimer’s disease), poor
health, ageism (or rather, the low status arbitrarily proscribed by society),
and the depression associated with difficulty in grieving losses that occur in
rapid succession.  These and other factors will be subsequently addressed
throughout this discussion on elderly alcoholism.  Estimates of the number
of elderly alcoholics vary considerably, from a low of 2 percent to a high of
20 percent, and this wide variance will likely continue as long as a precise
data collection instrument remains undeveloped.  Schuckit (1977) insists that
precise data are lacking on the number of alcoholics, but he estimates that
elderly alcoholism ranges from 2 to 10 percent of the elderly population
(Schuckit, 1977).  Researchers face difficulty in arriving at a definitive num-
ber of alcoholics for various reasons.  As previously stated, many alcoholics
drink at home; too, the institutionalized elderly are typically excluded from
the statistics.

ALCOHOLISM DEFINED

Alcoholism is a broad term with varied meanings.  In 1956, the American
Medical Association (AMA) acknowledged alcoholism to be a disease.  The
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual IV (RTDSM-IVRT) (2000) identifies the
conditions that constitute chemical dependency, of which alcohol is includ-
ed.  Geraldine Miller (1999) delineates these conditions for alcohol depend-
ency: 

To meet the criteria for dependence, the client must have a maladaptive
use pattern causing some type of impairment with at least three of the fol-
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lowing occurring within one year:  tolerance; withdrawal; more or longer use
than planned; desire without ability to cut down or control usage; time spent
on obtaining, using, or recovering from the substance; impact on activities
that are social, occupational, or recreational (do less or not at all); and con-
tinued use in spite of physical or psychological problems related to use.

Neither the World Health Organization (WHO), which publishes the
International Classification of Diseases, nor the American Psychiatric
Association (APA), publishers of DSM-IVRT, uses the term alcoholism.
Both organizations, instead, establish the syndromes: alcohol dependence
and alcohol abuse.  The DSM-IV (4th edition) includes both alcohol depend-
ence and alcohol abuse.  The omission of the term alcoholism was an effort
by the AMA and WHO to avoid confusion from the numerous varied under-
standings of alcoholism.

Character Defect Theory of Alcoholism

Once the leading explanation for alcoholism, the theory continues that
alcoholism is attributable to a personal character defect that can only be
removed through a moralistic, religious treatment orientation.  Katherine
van Wormer (1997) writes that:

In the United States, there are religiously oriented shelters and halfway
houses (missions) for recovering alcoholics or reformed drunks.  Funded by
private donations, churches, and community resources, treatment is in the
form of preaching, praying, and work therapy. Drunkenness has long been
viewed by major North American religions as sinful behavior.  The criminal
justice system takes a punitive stance toward those who commit offenses
while intoxicated.  Despite the official disease-model rhetoric, there is in the
United States an undercurrent of moralism that coexists with the belief that
the alcoholic is suffering from a disease.
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