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Alcohol Use and Abuse

The aging process affects how the body handles alcohol. For this reason, the
amount you drank when you were younger can have a much greater effect on you
when you are older.

Impact on Judgment
More than a little alcohol at one time can have a great effect on your judgment,
coordination, and reaction time. As a result, you can:

¢ Increase your risk of falls and hip fractures.

e Add to the risk of crashing your car (and almost 10% of this nation’s drivers
are over age 65).

¢ Risk serious conflicts with family, friends, and even strangers.

Impact on Health
As you age, your body becomes more sensitive to the effects of alcohol. It takes
less alcohol to do damage to your body.

o Over time, heavy drinking can cause certain cancers, liver cirrhosis, immune
system disorders, and brain damage.

e Medical problems such as high blood pressure, ulcers, and diabetes can
become worse with alcohol use.

¢ Many prescription and over-the-counter medicines can be dangerous or even
deadly when mixed with alcohol. If you are taking any medications, ask your
doctor or pharmacist if you can safely drink alcohol.

A standard drink is one 12-ounce bottle or can of beer or a wine cooler, one 5-ounce
glass of wine, or 1.5 ounces of 80-proof distilled spirits. Drinking at this level usually
is not associated with health risks. Some people who have been drinkers for years
now find that just a small amount of alcohol affects them.

Others may develop a problem with alcohol due to major life changes, failing health,
or the death of friends or loved ones. These may cause loneliness, anxiety, and
depression.

Depression in older adults often goes along with alcohol abuse. At first, a drink
seems to bring relief from stressful situations. Later on, drinking can start to cause
trouble.

(Adapted with permission from the Practicing Physician Education Project 2006)
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Other Dangers
Alcohol can mask other health problems and make it difficult for your doctor to treat
you. For example:

e Alcohol causes changes in the heart and blood vessels. These changes can
dull pain that might be a warning sign of a heart attack.

e It can make older people forgetful and confused. These symptoms could be
mistaken for signs of Alzheimer’s Disease.

How Can | Get To get help, talk to your doctor. He or she can give you advice about your health,
Help? drinking, and treatment options.

Contact the local health department or social service agencies. Many have support
groups and services to help.

Scientists continue to study the effects of alcohol and to look for new ways to treat
alcoholism. This research will increase the chance for recovery and improve the
lives of problem drinkers.

How Do | Instructions
Know If | Have Not everyone who drinks regularly has a drinking problem, and not all problem
A Drinking drinkers drink every day. But there are warning signs. Answer these questions
Problem? nonestly. If you answer “yes” to one of the questions, think about getting help for

your drinking.
Alcohol Usage Questionnaire
Question Circle your
answer

1. Have you ever felt you should cut down on your drinking? Yes No

2.  Have you been annoyed by others’ criticism of your Yes No
drinking?

3. Have you ever felt guilty about drinking? Yes No

4.  Have you ever had an “eye opener” to steady your nerves Yes No
or get rid of a hangover?

Total

(Adapted with permission from the Practicing Physician Education Project 2006)
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Alcohol Use and Abuse

Organizations

Alcoholics Anonymous (AA)
Web site: www.aacanada.com

Dist 36 Answering Service
Kingston, Ontario K7L 5J6, Canada
Tel: 613 549-9380

Web site: www.kingstonaa.org

Dist 34 Quinte East Answering Service
Belleville, Ontario, Canada

Tel. 613 962-8700

Web site: www.quinteeastaa.org

District 30 Quinte West-Trenton
Trenton, Ontario, Canada

Tel. 613 967-8677

Web site: www.quintewestaa.org

Alcoholics Anonymous Answering Service (Brockville, ON)
Brockville, Ontario K6V 5W2, Canada
Tel. 613 342-8452

Centre for Addiction and Mental Health
Regional Offices:

Kingston (Serving Kingston, Frontenac, Lennox & Addington, Leeds and Grenville):
Toll-free (888) 287-4439 or Tel. 613 546-4266

Trenton (Serving Hastings and Prince Edward):
Tel. 613 392-0277

Telephone Support Line. 1-800 463-6273 (toll-free)
Web site. www.camh.net

(Adapted with permission from the Practicing Physician Education Project 2006)
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