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1. Summary of the impact (indicative maximum 100 words) 
 
Older people (50+) in the UK now drink more and are more likely to exceed the recommended 
drink limits than any other age group.  Our research demonstrated high levels of alcohol-harm in 
older people including undiagnosed cognitive impairment in those with alcohol problems, low 
levels of knowledge among older people and professionals, prejudice and unlawful age 
discrimination in alcohol services.  This led to changes in government policy and professional 
practice, cognitive screening and improved access to alcohol services, older people seeking 
help and committing to reduce their drinking and more positive attitudes towards older people 
with alcohol problems. 
 

2. Underpinning research (indicative maximum 500 words) 
 
In 2010, Wadd established the inter-disciplinary and cross-departmental Substance Misuse and 
Ageing Research Team (SMART).  The team has delivered a strategic research programme 
focused on priorities identified by stakeholders including older people with alcohol problems, 
ensuring that the research gives attention to real-world needs.   
 
In the first decade of the 21st Century, health and social care workers were seeing an increasing 
number of older people with alcohol problems.  Most were identified at a late stage when their 
alcohol problems were more difficult to treat.  In 2010, SMART conducted the Working with 
Older Drinkers study to identify best practice in recognising and responding to older people with 
alcohol problems (3.1).  In 2013, SMART carried out a study which identified a significant degree 
of undiagnosed cognitive impairment in older people with alcohol problems and found that 
routine screening for cognitive impairment was acceptable to alcohol service users (3.2).   
 
In the early part of the decade, alcohol was characterised as an issue that mainly affects young 
people.  In 2014, SMART analysed existing data on alcohol use and harm by age group and 



Impact case study (REF3)  

Page 2 

found that older people were more likely to be admitted to hospital or die from alcohol harm than 
other age groups (3.3).   
 
In 2015, Wadd was appointed as the academic lead for a £25m UK-wide programme called 
Drink Wise, Age Well (DWAW) which ran during a five year period from 2015-2020.  The aim of 
DWAW was to reduce alcohol-related harm in older people.  SMART conducted the UK’s first 
questionnaire study on alcohol use in later life for DWAW in 2015 (3.4).  16,678 older people 
from 30 general practices in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland took part.  One in 
five participants were risky drinkers. The study identified factors associated with risky drinking, 
low levels of knowledge about recommended drink limits and high levels of alcohol-related 
stigma.   
 
In 2016, Wadd and Dutton carried out a study on accessibility and suitability of residential 
alcohol treatment (rehabs) for older people (3.5).  The study found that 75% of the rehabs listed 
on Public Health England’s online directory had upper age limits that excluded older people.  
Some older were subjected to ageist language and attitudes in rehabs.  In 2017, in collaboration 
with the International Longevity Centre, SMART carried out a mixed-methods study which 
identified direct and indirect age discrimination in relation to alcohol policy and practice which 
was unlawful, for example, older people not being offered alcohol treatment because of their age 
and alcohol services with no access for people with disabilities (3.6).   
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4. Details of the impact (indicative maximum 750 words) 
 
a) Government strategy and policy 

In 2015, SMART’s portfolio of research led to Wadd being appointed academic advisor to a high 
level policy group for older people and alcohol harm which included MP’s, the drinks industry 
and Public Health England.  This group submitted four parliamentary questions which were 
answered by the UK Government (e.g. 5.1), drawing their attention to the issue.   
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The Welsh Government’s Advisory Panel on Substance Misuse used SMART’s research, 
including the Working with Older Drinkers report, 20 times in its 2017 review of ‘Substance 
Misuse in an Ageing Population’ (5.2).  The Government implemented several of the panel’s 
recommendations including alcohol training for professionals working in services for older 
people.  Increasing knowledge among health and social care professionals was a key 
recommendation in our Working with Older Drinkers report. 
 
During 2018, SMART’s report on ageism and age discrimination was used to highlight the needs 
of older people with alcohol problems in the Scottish Government’s Alcohol and Drugs Strategy 
(5.3), the Drugs, Alcohol and Justice Cross-Party Parliamentary Group and All-Party 
Parliamentary Group on Alcohol Harm’s Alcohol Charter (5.4) and the Royal College of 
Psychiatrist’s ‘Invisible Addicts’ report (5.5).  Our 2018 study on the accessibility and suitability of 
residential alcohol treatment (rehabs) for older people led to Public Health England removing 
age cut-off’s from its directory of rehabs (5.6), making it easier for older people to access them.   
 
b) Professional practice 

Findings from our Alcohol Use in Older Adult’s survey were used to develop training which 
DWAW delivered to 9,570 professionals from 150 organisations across the UK including the 
police, fire and rescue service, Citizens Advice Bureau, NHS, the 911 service, trade unions and 
care homes.  90% of people who attended the training say they intend to make changes to their 
practice (5.7). This training is now mandatory for staff delivering alcohol treatment for We Are 
With You, a provider that works extensively across England and Scotland.   
 
On the basis of the findings from SMART’s 2013 cognitive impairment study, DWAW introduced 
routine cognitive screening for people attending alcohol intervention services (5.7).  The 
screening identified 639 people with previously unidentified cognitive impairment at entry to the 
service meaning that alcohol treatment could be adapted to meet their needs and they could be 
offered support from health and social services.   
 
Our impact on professional practice extends beyond the UK.  For example, in the period 2016-
2019 our research was cited in Australia’s National Research Centre on Alcohol and Other 
Drugs Workforce Development practical guide and information sheets (5.8), the American 
Society for Addiction Medicine’s Handbook of Addiction Medicine (5.9) and Canada’s report on 
Improving Quality of Life: Substance Use and Aging (5.10). 
 
c) Public awareness, engagement and education 

DWAW’s education and awareness programme for the public draws directly on our Alcohol Use 
in Older Adults study.  For example, our finding that older people are concerned about the 
impact of alcohol on their memory was translated into the message “cutting back on alcohol may 
improve your memory and sharpen your mind”.  Because our Alcohol Use in Older Adults Study 
survey found that 74% of participants were unable to correctly identify the recommended drink 
limits, increasing knowledge of the recommended drink limits was a key goal for DWAW training.   
 
By the end of the programme, 18,858 older people across the UK had attended DWAW training 
workshops.  94% of attendees said their knowledge and understanding of alcohol had improved 
and 93% were able to identify the recommended drink limits (5.7).  A total of 6,575 people 
received screening and brief advice and 43% said they intended to make changes to their 
drinking (5.7).  More than 15 million people were exposed to media messages about our Alcohol 
Use in Older Adults survey in January 2016 (5.7).  In the month following the media coverage, 
1,332 more people sought information, help or advice from DWAW than in the previous month 
(an increase of 187%) (5.7). 
 
Drawing on our findings from the Alcohol Use in Older Adults study in relation to alcohol stigma, 
DWAW developed a social media anti-stigma campaign targeting the general public which 
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reached more than a million people across the UK.  83% of people who saw the campaign said 
they were more likely to believe that society should treat older people with alcohol problems with 
a tolerant attitude (5.7).   
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