Alcoholism and the Elderly

Alcohol use among the elderly is a serious problem. Seniors drink for a variety of reasons, including depression, boredom, stress, financial problems, medical problems, family difficulties, or simply a general history of having alcohol with meals. No matter what the reasons for their drinking, seniors who use alcohol are at risk of falling, as well as for impaired judgment and memory.
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What is Alcoholism? 
Alcoholism is a disease characterized by the following: 

· Inability to control alcohol intake, such as finding oneself drinking more often. 

· Preoccupation with alcohol. 

· Excessive use of alcohol despite an awareness of health risks. 

· Denial and refusing to admit any problems exist with alcohol.
Alcohol abuse is often difficult to diagnose, especially in the elderly, because individuals often deny they have a problem or do their best to cover it up. The risk of alcohol abuse is increased in people with a family history of alcoholism. 

What are the signs and symptoms?
Dependence on alcohol can be defined in four different stages: 

· Stage One - A person has developed a tolerance to alcohol, and he begins to need to consume additional quantities to feel good. 
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Stage Two - A person will begin having memory loss, described as blackout sessions, after excessive drinking. 

· Stage Three - A person will begin to have cravings for alcohol, and will start to be unable to stop drinking whenever he wants to. 

· Stage Four - A person continues to drink despite any health and social problems that the drinking causes.

What treatment options are available?
The good news is that there is an enormous amount of helpful resources to assist in the battle against alcohol abuse and alcoholism. For anyone who is truly addicted to alcohol, hospitalization is often necessary for detoxification and treatment of related medical problems. A typical stay at a detoxification center can last for several weeks, where doctors, nurses, psychiatrists, social workers and even former drinkers can help. 

Treatment may include therapy in group sessions, patient and family education, and in some cases, even medication. Patients are introduced to and encouraged to get involved with support groups such as Alcoholics Anonymous. 
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What can you do to help?
If your loved one has a problem with alcohol abuse, consider confronting him about his addiction. Be prepared for the possibility that he may deny having a problem with alcohol. Even if he does admit to consuming a significant quantity of alcohol, he may assure you that "he can quit anytime he wants." Remind him that alcoholism is a disease, and like any other disease, should be taken seriously and treated accordingly. If left untreated, alcoholism can lead to more serious medical conditions and other problems. 

To find out which recovery options are appropriate for your elder, consult his physician. 
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