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• Describe the magnitude of the issue of  
alcohol use in older adults

• Understand the importance of regular 
screening for alcohol use disorder in older 
adults

• Recognize when alcohol-related dementia 
may be a contributor to cognitive impairment

Objectives



An aging population…



Alcohol use in Older Adults (OA)

• In 2014 56% of US adults 65+ reported using alcohol 
in the last year
– 65% reporting at risk drinking

– 10% reporting binge drinking

• Men at higher risk for harmful consumption

• Rate of heavy drinking increasing faster among older 
women than older men

• Alcohol Use disorder (AUD) is the most prevalent 
substance use disorder in later life.

● ⅔ AUD in OA are “early onset” vs  ⅓ “late onset”
Breslow et al. rends in Alcohol Consumption Among Older Americans: National Health Interview Surveys... Alcohol Clin Exp Res. 2017 
Moos et al. Older adults' alcohol consumption and late-life drinking problems: a 20-year perspective. Addiction. 2009
Arndt et al. Trends in substance abuse treatment 1998-2008…The American journal of geriatric psychiatry. 2011



NIAAA recommendation for adults 65+

No more 
than 3 

drinks/day

No more 
than 7 drinks 

in 1 week

National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA) 



Risk factors for increased alcohol 
consumption in older adults

• Affluent

• High level of education

• Male 

• Caucasian

• Unmarried

• Lack of spiritual 
practice/community 

• Self-perception of 
“excellent health”

Barry & Blow. Drinking Over the Lifespan: Focus on Older Adults. Alcohol Res. 2016
Bobo et al. Predicting 10-year alcohol use trajectories among men age 50 years and older. American Journal of Geriatric Psychiatry, 2013



An “Invisible” Population

• Older adults less likely self-report a problem with 
alcohol use and to ask for treatment than younger 
patients

• Provider beliefs/attitudes towards older adults can 
lead them to NOT screen for alcohol misuse:

“They are never going to change”

“It’s not causing them issues” 

“Not enough time”

“I don’t want to be disrespectful 
given his age”

“At his age it’s normal to forget 
things” 



Older adults are less likely to be 
screened, identified, and referred for 
treatment for substance use issues

BUT OLDER ADULTS ARE 
JUST AS LIKELY TO 

BENEFIT 
FROM TREATMENT AS 

YOUNGER ADULTS



1992 Randomized Control Trial  

• Residential rehabilitation 
program for alcohol use 
disorder that was adapted to 
treating older adults (50+) 
was more successful than 
standard program 

• Abstinence rates increased 
with age: every 10 years, 
2.5x more likely to report 
abstinence at 12 months 

Kashner, T.M et al. Outcomes and costs of two VA inpatient programs for older alcoholic patients.Hospital and Community Psychiatry. 1992.



Alcohol Use Disorder Screening in 
Older Adults 

• The Center for Substance Abuse Treatment 
recommends screening age 60+ for problematic 
alcohol use annually and when major life changes 
occur

• Screening Tools:
– Alcohol Use disorders Identification Test (AUDIT; use lower 

cutoff for older adults)
– CAGE questionnaire (Variable sensitivity in older adults)

– Short Michigan Alcoholism Screening Test -Geriatrics 
(SMAST-G; high sensitivity for Alcohol Use Disorder in older 
adults )

SAMHSA. Treating Substance Use Disorder in Older Adults, Treatment Improvement Protocol. 2020



Hirata et al. Validity of the Michigan Alcoholism Screening Test (MAST)…Am J Geriatr Psychiatry. 2001 



Alcohol Effects on Older Adults
● Compared to younger adults, older 

adults experience….
○ Higher BACs in response to an 

equivalent dose of alcohol 
○ More impairments including 

increased risk of cognitive 
impairment

○ Increased risk of falls
● Alcohol Use Disorder increases the 

risk of hospitalization among older 
adults 

● Coexisting medical conditions can 
obscure signs of harmful use 

Lehmann &Fingerhood. Substance-Use Disorders in Later Life. N Engl J Med. 2018
Yarnell et al. Substance Use Disorders in Later Life: A Review and Synthesis of the Literature…. American Journal Geriatric Psychiatry, 2020



● Onset of alcohol withdrawal 
symptoms may occur 
several days after cessation 
of drinking

● Confusion = 
predominant clinical sign
(rather than tachycardia or 
tremor)

● Greater risk of complications

Alcohol Withdrawal in Older Adults

Caputo et al. Alcohol use disorders in the elderly: a brief overview…Experimental gerontology. 2012



Alcohol Use Disorder & Dementia

Thomas & Rockwood. Alcohol Abuse, Cognitive Impairment, and Mortality Among Older 
People. Journal of the American Geriatrics Society. 2001

Older adults who consume alcohol are at 
increased risk of cognitive impairment

78% individuals with AUD have evidence of brain 
pathology on autopsy

Occurrence of many types of dementia higher in 
those with definite or questionable alcohol abuse

Some dementias are alcohol-related



Alcohol Use Disorder & Dementia

• Cohort study of 4000 US 
women veterans 55+ 
followed for 4 years

• Half with alcohol use 
disorder

• Dementia developed in 
3.7% women with AUD 
but only 1.1% without 
AUD

Bahorik et al. Increased risk of dementia in older female US veterans with alcohol use disorder. Addiction. 2021 

AUD TRIPLED dementia risk 
in older women veterans



Alcohol Related Dementia (ARD)

• Etiology?
– Direct neurotoxicity of alcohol (ARD)
– Other pathology (thiamine deficiency Wernicke Korsakoff 

Syndrome)
– Multifactorial?

• Prevalence: varies due to lack of “gold standard” 
diagnostic criteria
– Prevalence studies ARD accounts for 10 to 24% of all 

dementias. 1

– One review found that ARD accounts for 14% of early-onset 
dementia. 2

Sachdeva et al. Alcohol-Related Dementia and Neurocognitive Impairment: A Review Study. International journal of high risk behaviors…. 2016
Viera et al. Epidemiology of early-onset dementia: a review of the literature. Clinical practice and epidemiology in mental health. 2013



Cheng et al. Alcohol-Related Dementia: A Systemic Review of Epidemiological Studies. Psychosomatics. 2017 



Assessment of ARD

PHYSICAL EXAM
• Autonomic disfunction-

tachycardia, hypotension
• Cerebellar dysfunction-

ataxia, nystagmus 

LABS
• CBC- macrocytosis
• BMP
• LFTs- AST > ALT
• GGT 
• B12, folate, Ca, Mag, Phos

OTHER
• MRI brain

• Neuropsych testing: Mini 
Mental Status Examination, 
MoCA, or SLUMS

Sachdeva et al. Alcohol-Related Dementia and Neurocognitive Impairment: A Review Study. International journal of high risk behaviors…. 2016



Neuropsychological testing in AUD

• Can be very helpful in identifying impairment and 
relative strengths by cognitive domain, pointing to 
etiologies of impairment 

• Usually try to optimize cognitive risks (like 
substance use) before testing 

• Sometimes can be helpful to demonstrate the 
effects of use on cognition 



Clinical Diagnostic Criteria for ARD 
proposed by Oslin & Cary

A. Criteria for clinical diagnosis of “probable ARD include the following:
1. clinical diagnosis of dementia at least 60 days after last exposure 

to alcohol
2. Significant alcohol use (avg 35 drinks per week for men, 28 for 

women >5 years; and within 3 years of initial cognitive deficits)

B. Diagnosis of ARD is supported by presence of following:
1. Alcohol-related end organ damage
2. Ataxia or peripheral sensory polyneuropathy (not another cause)
3. Beyond 60 days abstinence cognitive impairment stabilizes or 

improves
4. After 60 days abstinence neuroimgaging evidence of ventricular 

or sulcal dilitation improves
5. Neuroimaging evidence of cerebellar atrophy, esp. vermis

Oslin & Cary.. Alcohol-related dementia: validation of diagnostic criteria. Am J Geriatr Psychiatry. 2003



ARD Findings and Neuropathology
• Executive, visuospatial, and memory difficulties, but spared

language function 

• Atrophy of mamillary bodies, thalamus, cerebellum, and 
ventricular enlargement 
• Repeated binge drinking and withdrawal  neuronal injury 
 white matter shrinkage 

• Impacts cholinergic neurotransmitter system which is 
implicated in attention, learning, memory 

• Abstinence has shown to result in reversal of white matter 
shrinkage

Ridley et al. Alcohol-related dementia: an update of ... Alzheimer's research & therapy. 2013
Sachdeva et al. Alcohol-Related Dementia and Neurocognitive Impairment: A Review Study. International journal of high risk behaviors…. 2016



Alzheimer’s vs Alcohol Related 
Dementia

● no deterioration & possible improvement over time with abstinence 

Oslin & Cary.. Alcohol-related dementia: validation of diagnostic criteria. Am J Geriatr Psychiatry. 2003



• Early detection is important: use alcohol use 
disorder and neurocognitive screening tool 

• ABSTINENCE
– Meta-analysis: cognitive profile normalizes after 

1 year abstinence, while certain impairments 
may persist 

• Parenteral Thiamine 
– Definite: 200 mg of 3 times daily for 5-7 days 
– Suspected/High Risk: 100-200 mg 3 times daily 

3-5 days 

Alcohol Related Dementia Treatment

Sachdeva et al. Alcohol-Related Dementia and Neurocognitive Impairment: A Review Study. International journal of high risk behaviors…. 2016



• Memantine
– Improvement in global cognition, quality of life, 

behavioral symptoms

• Rivastigmine
– Improvement with 3-12 mg dose, daily for 2 months 

• Cognitive rehab and neuropsychological training
– Slows cognitive decline and accelerates acquisition of 

new cognitive capabilities  

Alcohol Related Dementia Treatment

Sachdeva et al. Alcohol-Related Dementia and Neurocognitive Impairment: A Review Study. International journal of high risk behaviors…. 2016



• Problematic alcohol use in older adults will increase 
as our population ages

• Screening for alcohol use disorder in older adults is 
important because alcohol has greater effects on 
this population

• Alcohol use can increase risk of developing 
dementia and can also contribute to alcohol related 
dementia

• Some effects of ARD are reversible with abstinence

Summary



Thank you
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