
Age and Ageing 2018; 47: 175–184
doi: 10.1093/ageing/afx132
Published electronically 20 July 2017

© The Author 2017. Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of the British Geriatrics Society.
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons

AttributionNon-Commercial License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/), which permits
non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work

isproperly cited. For commercial re-use, please contact journals.permissions@oup.com

SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS

Interventions to prevent and reduce excessive
alcohol consumption in older people:
a systematic review and meta-analysis

SARAH KELLY, OLAWALE OLANREWAJU, ANDY COWAN, CAROL BRAYNE, LOUISE LAFORTUNE

Cambridge Institute of Public Health, Forvie Site, University of Cambridge School of Clinical Medicine, Box 113, Cambridge
Biomedical Campus, Cambridge CB2 0SR, UK

Address correspondence to: S. Kelly. Tel: +44 (0) 1223 746557. Email: sak65@medschl.cam.ac.uk

Abstract

Background: harmful alcohol consumption is reported to be increasing in older people. To intervene and reduce associated
risks, evidence currently available needs to be identified.
Methods: two systematic reviews in older populations (55+ years): (1) Interventions to prevent or reduce excessive alcohol
consumption; (2) Interventions as (1) also reporting cognitive and dementia outcomes. Comprehensive database searches
from 2000 to November 2016 for studies in English, from OECD countries. Alcohol dependence treatment excluded. Data
were synthesised narratively and using meta-analysis. Risk of bias was assessed using NICE methodology. Reviews are
reported according to PRISMA.
Results: thirteen studies were identified, but none with cognition or dementia outcomes. Three related to primary preven-
tion; 10 targeted harmful or hazardous older drinkers. A complex range of interventions, intensity and delivery was found.
There was an overall intervention effect for 3- and 6-month outcomes combined (8 studies; 3,591 participants; pooled
standard mean difference (SMD) −0.18 (95% CI −0.28, −0.07) and 12 months (6 studies; 2,788 participants SMD −0.16
(95% CI −0.32, −0.01) but risk of bias for most studies was unclear with significant heterogeneity. Limited evidence (three
studies) suggested more intensive interventions with personalised feedback, physician advice, educational materials, follow-
up could be most effective. However, simple interventions including brief interventions, leaflets, alcohol assessments with
advice to reduce drinking could also have a positive effect.
Conclusions: alcohol interventions in older people may be effective but studies were at unclear or high risk of bias.
Evidence gaps include primary prevention, cost-effectiveness, impact on cognitive and dementia outcomes.
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Background

Modifiable lifestyle risk behaviours are the leading cause of
major non-communicable diseases, such as cardiovascular
disease, diabetes, cancer, cognitive decline and dementia.
Due to population ageing, the burden of ill health due to
modifiable lifestyle factors is likely to increase. Many older
adults, both in the UK and internationally, drink at levels
that are hazardous or harmful to health [1, 2]. In England,
19.3% of adults aged 55–64 years, 14.1% of adults aged
65–74 years and 10.5% of adults aged 75 years and older

drink at hazardous or harmful levels, compared to 24.2% in
the general adult population [1, 3]. Recent reviews and
recommendations have linked alcohol consumption with a
range of health conditions including dementia [4, 5].

Clear evidence-based information is needed on effective-
ness, key components of effective interventions and barriers
and facilitators to inform the development and implementa-
tion of contextualised and tailored programmes for older
adults and for public health managers, policy makers and
commissioners. The work reported here was part of a
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comprehensive evidence synthesis of preventive health
behaviour interventions to inform policy relating to ageing
well and cognitive health, conducted for the NIHR School
of Public Health Research Ageing Well Programme.

The specific questions addressed in the two reviews
reported here are

(1) What interventions in people in older age (55+ years)
are effective for prevention or reduction of excess alco-
hol consumption?

(2) What individual-level interventions targeting alcohol
consumption in people in older age (55+ years) are
effective for the primary prevention or delay of cogni-
tive decline or dementia?

Methods

Two complementary systematic reviews in older popula-
tions to identify: (1) Interventions to prevent or reduce
excessive alcohol consumption; (2) Interventions as (1) also
reporting cognitive or dementia outcomes. Alcohol depend-
ence treatment was excluded. Protocols were pre-registered
on PROSPERO [6–8]. The reviews have been reported
according to PRISMA [9].

Search strategy and selection criteria

Multiple databases (MEDLINE, EMBASE, PsycINFO,
CINAHL, CENTRAL, Social Sciences Citation Index, York
Centre for Reviews and Dissemination, Cochrane database,
grey literature, including relevant websites) were searched
from 2000 to November 2016, for studies in English from
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) countries, using MeSH terms and text words for
alcohol consumption and behaviour combined with older
age terms (see Supplementary data, Supplement 1, available
at Age and Ageing online). The alcohol searches were part of
broader searches for a series of reviews covering a range of
health behaviours. Searches were conducted in two stages:
(i) for relevant systematic reviews; (ii) for primary interven-
tion studies using appropriate search filters [10]. Reference
lists of included studies and related reviews were also
searched. One pre-2000 study [11], identified from searching
reference lists, was also included for completion as it is dir-
ectly relevant and widely cited.

Types of study design

Primary intervention studies of any design; systematic
reviews.

Population

Older people aged 55 and over, living in the community;
including healthy participants; with pre-conditions for later
ill health such as high blood pressure, high cholesterol,
overweight or obese, impaired cognitive function, functional
limitations; on medication that did not affect outcomes;

disadvantaged and minority groups. Studies primarily
focused on populations with previous ill health, e.g. stroke,
coronary heart disease and mental health conditions were
excluded.

Intervention

Interventions that aimed to prevent or reduce excessive
alcohol consumption. Treatment of alcohol dependence;
prescription drugs; or interventions aimed at national pol-
icies, laws and taxation were excluded.

Comparator

Any relevant, including usual care, minimal intervention or
no intervention.

Outcomes

Measures of effectiveness or cost-effectiveness including: (i)
absolute or risk measures of alcohol consumption; (ii)
prevalence, incidence or level of dementia or cognition by
any appropriate measure, including cognitive tests, scans or
imaging, clinical assessment or dementia biomarkers.

Identification of relevant studies

Titles, abstracts and papers were screened for inclusion by
two reviewers. Differences were resolved by discussion with
a third reviewer. Studies excluded at the full paper screening
stage are listed in Supplementary data, Supplement 3, avail-
able in Age and Ageing online.

Data extraction and synthesis

Data were extracted by one reviewer and independently
checked by another reviewer. Differences were resolved by
discussion. Data were synthesised narratively to describe
effective interventions and components, and also pooled in
meta-analysis. Meta-analysis was conducted using RevMan
5.3 (Cochrane Collaboration) using continuous measures of
alcohol consumption in a random effects model. Outcomes
at 6 and 12 months were the primary outcomes, but if
6-month data were not reported, 3 month data were used.
As outcomes were presented in different ways (e.g. mean
drinks/day, week or month; mean drinks/drinking day, dif-
ferent units, country standards), standard mean difference
(SMD) was used as the summary statistic. SMD expresses
the size of the intervention effect in each study relative to
the variability [12].

Risk of bias

Risk of bias was assessed using NICE methodology by one
reviewer and checked for accuracy by a second reviewer [13].
Differences were resolved by discussion. No studies were
excluded on the basis of quality. The non-randomised study
was assessed as being at high risk of bias.
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Results

The study selection process is shown in Figure 1. Thirteen
primary intervention studies were identified—12 randomised
controlled trials (RCTs) and one before and after intervention
study [14]. No studies were identified that targeted alcohol
consumption and also reported the impact on cognition or
dementia. A summary of included studies and results is
shown in Table 1 (see Supplementary data, Supplement 2,
available at Age and Ageing online).

Description of included studies

Population

Of the 13 included studies, 3 were broadly relevant to pri-
mary prevention and recruited people reporting at least one
alcoholic drink in the last 3 months [17]; those that visited
their GP for any reason [25]; and from GP lists [24]. The
other 10 studies first screened for alcohol use and included
only at-risk, heavy or hazardous drinkers.

Eleven studies specifically targeted alcohol use and two
aimed to address a range of health behaviours including alco-
hol consumption, i.e. multi-domain interventions [24, 25].

Setting

Nine studies were conducted in the USA, two in UK, one
in Denmark, one in Croatia. Most interventions were con-
ducted in primary care settings, except one that used a
mailed screening and intervention [20]. In two studies, the
setting was unclear [14, 19]. Most studies recruited from
people attending regular GP appointments, not specifically
relating to alcohol.

Interventions

A complex range of intervention types, intensity and delivery
were found (Table 1, see Supplementary data, Supplement 2,
available at Age and Ageing online). Seven interventions were
described as brief interventions, based on the study authors’
description, but these included a diverse range of compo-
nents, delivery and intensity. Three examined combined
motivational interviews or motivational enhancement with
other educational material [14, 18, 19]; one a brief web inter-
vention in addition to treatment as usual [15]; one was deliv-
ered by mail with personalised feedback on alcohol [20]; one
brief physician advice to reduce alcohol with personalised
feedback, education and aids for drinking reduction and tele-
phone follow-up [11]. A brief minimal intervention was the
control in another study [23].

Three studies combined multiple intervention compo-
nents, personalised feedback reports, drinking diaries, edu-
cation and advice and follow-up telephone counselling
compared to usual care or minimal intervention [11, 16, 21].
One compared provision of feedback about personal drinking
risks and education given to the participant only to feedback
given to both the participant and their physician [17]. One

compared an integrated care approach to enhanced referral to
services in a separate location [22].

Two studies incorporated alcohol counselling and educa-
tion within broader multi-domain interventions that also
targeted other health behaviours such as physical activity,
smoking and preventive care [24, 25].

Comparators

In four studies, the comparator was usual care [15, 16, 18,
25]; in four, it was a minimal intervention such as leaflets or
brief advice [11, 19, 21, 23]; in two, the comparator received
no intervention [20, 24]; in one, the comparator was an
enhanced referral [22]; and one used both feedback to patients
only and a usual care control [17]; one study had no control
group [14].

Cost-effectiveness

Only one study reported cost-effectiveness. For a three-stage
stepped care approach compared to a brief minimal intervention
there was no significant difference in cost-effectiveness [23].
One study reported costs only (see Supplementary data,
Supplement 2, available atAge and Ageing online) [16].

Summary of results

Evidence from individual studies

Of the 13 included studies, 3 were broadly aimed at primary
prevention. Of these, the 2 multi-domain intervention stud-
ies that targeted a range of health behaviours found no effect
of intervention for improving alcohol outcomes [24, 25].
The other study found feedback of personalised risks to
both participants and their physicians reduced alcohol con-
sumption and drinking risk [17].

Of the other 10 studies, in at-risk drinkers: 5 reported
positive effects of alcohol interventions in older people, of
which 3 found improvements in both alcohol consumption
and measures of at-risk drinking [11, 16, 21], compared to
controls. All three used relatively intensive interventions,
including personalised feedback, education and follow-up
telephone calls and included physician advice. A brief
mailed intervention reported a significant decline in risk
score but not absolute numbers of drinks [20]. Another
study, reporting a reduction in alcohol problems, used a
brief educational and motivational intervention [14].

However, the other five included studies reported no
statistically significant effect of the intervention versus con-
trol [15, 18, 19, 22, 23].

All seven studies described as brief interventions were in at-
risk groups. Two based on motivational interviewing [18, 19],
a web-delivered intervention [15] and a study that used a brief
minimal intervention as the control group found no differ-
ences between intervention and control [23]. A brief interven-
tion delivered by mail with personalised feedback on alcohol
risks, and a brief educational and motivational intervention
reported beneficial effects on risk score and reduction in
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Database searches
SRs 37799 records

Primary studies 82298
records

Other sources
(grey lit and cross-check

of reviews)
SRs 70 records

Primary studies 1629
records

After duplicates removed
SRs 28434 records

Primary studies 57142 records
Total: 85576

Records excluded
82503 SRs/primary studies

(most studies excluded as not relevant
to alcohol; other reasons for exclusion
were: not intervention studies; not
older people)

Full-text assessed for eligibility
SRs 1513 full texts

Primary studies 1560 full texts
Total: 3073

Records excluded
3060 SRs/primary studies

Included primary intervention studies (alcohol)

Question 1 = 13 (prevention or reduction)
Question 2 = 0 (prevention or reduction with cognitive/dementia outcomes)

Included systematic reviews (alcohol)

Question 1 = 0 (prevention or reduction)
Question 2 = 0 (prevention or reduction with cognitive/dementia outcomes)

Primary studies included in meta-analysis

Question 1 = 8 studies (9 data sets)

Records screened
SRs 28434 records

Primary studies 57142 records
Total: 85576

Figure 1 PRISMA flow diagram for searches for primary studies and systematic reviews.
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alcohol problems respectively [14, 20]. One study was
described as a brief intervention, but included a range and
intensity of intervention components including physician
counselling, personalised feedback, education and follow-
up (so also discussed previously as an intensive interven-
tion), and reported significant effects for all alcohol out-
comes [11].

Only 6 (of the 11 individual studies specifically targeted
at alcohol) report statistically significant differences in out-
comes between the intervention and control at follow-up.
However, there is some evidence that the control groups
reduced alcohol consumption between baseline and follow-
up in many studies (Table 2). This suggests that even the
minimal, usual care or no intervention control groups (just
receiving an alcohol assessment as part of the research
study) may also be motivated to reduce alcohol
consumption.

Overall, from individual studies, there is some evidence
(three studies) that more intensive interventions that include
personalised feedback reports, physician advice, educational
materials and follow-up may be more effective in older peo-
ple with reduction in alcohol consumption maintained up to
a year. There is limited evidence (one study) that feedback of
risks to both the participant and their physician may be more
effective than to the participant alone. The evidence for brief
interventions in older people is mixed.

All included studies recruited male and female partici-
pants. In the 10 studies that screened for at-risk drinking,
most recruited predominantly male populations. One
reported outcomes in male and female participants separ-
ately and found no significant differences by gender [19].
Another found no significant effect by gender in post hoc
analyses controlled for baseline consumption [11]. There is
insufficient data to present findings disaggregated by socio-
economic status or ethnic group (see Supplementary data,
Supplement 2, available at Age and Ageing online).

Evidence from meta-analysis

From data from 8 studies (9 data sets: one study reported
men and women separately; 3,591 participants) that report
absolute measures of alcohol at 3 or 6 months, pooled
SMD was −0.18 (95% CI −0.28, –0.07; P = 0.001)
(Figure 2). However, there was moderate, statistically signifi-
cant heterogeneity; I2 = 55%. For six of these studies that
followed up to 12 months, SMD was −0.16 (95% CI −0.32,
−0.01; P = 0.04), but there was substantial heterogeneity
(I2 = 73%) (see Supplementary data, Supplement 4, available
at Age and Ageing online). All pooled studies were in ‘at risk’
groups. Two studies in ‘at-risk’ participants were not pooled.
One had no control group [14], the other did not report con-
tinuous outcome data [18], and had few participants so
would be unlikely to substantially influence the overall ana-
lysis. The three studies not specifically in ‘at risk’ populations
were not pooled as there was insufficient suitable data.
Overall, there is some evidence that alcohol interventions in
older at-risk drinkers can be effective..

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

T
ab
le
1.
C
on

tin
ue
d

St
ud
y/
de
si
gn
/

co
un
tr
y

M
ea
n
ag
e,
ye
ar
s

(S
D
)

In
te
rv
en
tio
n
an
d
co
m
pa
ra
to
r

Fo
llo
w
-u
p/

ou
tc
om

e
m
ea
su
re
±

K
ey

re
su
lts

W
at
so
n
20
13

[ 2
3]

R
C
T,

U
K

63
.0
(5
.8
)

In
ter
ve
nt
io
n:
(N

=
26
6)

St
ep
pe
d
ca
re
:b

eh
av
io
ur
al
ch
an
ge

co
un
se
lli
ng
,w

ith
m
ot
iv
at
io
na
li
nt
er
vi
ew

in
g
w
ith

re
fe
rr
al
to

st
ep

2
(m

ot
iv
at
io
na
l

en
ha
nc
em

en
t
th
er
ap
y)
an
d
st
ep

3
(lo
ca
ls
pe
ci
al
is
t
al
co
ho
ls
er
vi
ce
s)
if

in
di
ca
te
d

6,
12

m
;A

U
D
IT
-C
,

D
P
I

A
ve
ra
ge
dr
in
ks
/d
ay
:N

o
si
gn
ifi
ca
nt

di
ff
er
en
ce
s
in
av
er
ag
e
dr
in
ks
/d
ay

(A
D
D
)

be
tw
ee
n
th
e
gr
ou
ps

at
6
or
12

m
on
th
s:
6
m
on
th
s,
m
ea
n
di
ff
er
en
ce
:−

0.
07
3

(–
0.
15
6–
0.
01
1)
;P

=
0.
08
8;
12

m
on
th
s
m
ea
n
di
ff
er
en
ce
:0
.0
25

(–
0.
06
2–
0.
11
2)
;

P
=
0.
57
5

C
om
pa
ra
to
r:
(N

=
26
3)

B
rie
f
m
in
im
al
in
te
rv
en
tio
n:
in
cl
ud
in
g
fe
ed
ba
ck

of
sc
re
en
in
g
re
su
lts

*H
ar
ar
i2
00
8

[2
4]

R
C
T,

U
K

M
ul
tid
om

ai
n

74
In
ter
ve
nt
io
n:
M
ul
ti-
do
m
ai
n
he
al
th

pr
om

ot
io
n
st
ud
y
ta
rg
et
in
g
a
w
id
e
ra
ng
e
of

be
ha
vi
ou
rs
us
in
g
a
m
ai
le
d
he
al
th

ris
k
ap
pr
ai
sa
lf
ol
lo
w
ed

by
co
m
pu
te
r-

ge
ne
ra
te
d
in
di
vi
du
al
is
ed

w
rit
te
n
fe
ed
ba
ck

to
pa
rt
ic
ip
an
ts
an
d
G
P
s;

C
om
pa
ra
to
r:
N
o
in
te
rv
en
tio
n

12
m
;H

R
A
-O

N
o
si
gn
ifi
ca
nt

di
ff
er
en
ce

be
tw
ee
n
gr
ou
ps

in
pe
op
le
re
po
rt
in
g
‘n
o
or

m
od
er
at
e’

al
co
ho
lu
se
:8
0.
2%

in
th
e
I
gr
ou
p
an
d
79
.7
%

in
th
e
co
nt
ro
lg
ro
up

(O
R
:1
.1

(9
5%

C
I
0.
8,
1.
3)
;P

=
0.
63
)

*V
rd
ol
ja
k
20
14

[2
5]
;R

C
T,

C
ro
at
ia

M
ul
tid
om

ai
n

72
.3
(5
.2
)

In
ter
ve
nt
io
n
(N

=
37
1)
:L

ife
st
yl
e
in
te
rv
en
tio
n,
de
liv
er
ed

by
G
P
s,
ta
rg
et
in
g
a

ra
ng
e
of

he
al
th

be
ha
vi
ou
rs
:P
A
,s
m
ok
in
g,
al
co
ho
l;
In
cl
ud
ed

ed
uc
at
io
na
l

le
afl
et
s
fo
r
th
ei
r
de
te
ct
ed

C
V
ris
k
fa
ct
or
s;
fo
llo
w
-u
p
ap
po
in
tm

en
t;

C
om
pa
ra
to
r
(N

=
36
7)
:G

P
us
ua
lc
ar
e

18
m
;Q

N
o
si
gn
ifi
ca
nt

di
ff
er
en
ce

be
tw
ee
n
gr
ou
ps

fo
r
al
co
ho
lc
on
su
m
pt
io
n
(χ
2
=
0.
73
,d
f

=
1,
P
=
0.
39
4)

at
th
e
en
d
of

in
te
rv
en
tio
n

N
,n

um
be
r
of

pa
rt
ic
ip
an
ts
in

gr
ou
p;

I,
in
te
rv
en
tio
n;

C
,c
om

pa
ra
to
r;
nr
,n

ot
re
po
rt
ed
;O

R
,o

dd
s
ra
tio
;9
5%

C
I,
95
%

co
nfi

de
nc
e
in
te
rv
al
;M

I,
m
ot
iv
at
io
na
li
nt
er
vi
ew

in
g;
T
LF

B,
tim

el
in
e
fo
llo
w
ba
ck

qu
es
tio
nn
ai
re
;C

A
R
E
T,

C
om

or
bi
di
ty
A
lc
oh
ol

R
is
k
E
va
lu
at
io
n
To

ol
;C

A
R
PS
,C

om
pu
te
ris
ed

A
lc
oh
ol
-R
el
at
ed

P
ro
bl
em

s
Su
rv
ey
;A

U
D
IT
,A

lc
oh
ol

U
se

D
is
or
de
rs
Id
en
tifi

ca
tio
n
T
es
t;
SM

A
ST

-G
,S
ho
rt
M
ic
hi
ga
n
A
lc
oh
ol
is
m

Sc
re
en
in
g
T
es
t,
G
er
ia
tr
ic

V
er
si
on
;D

PI
,D

rin
ki
ng

P
ro
bl
em

s
In
de
x;
H
R
A
-O

,H
ea
lth

ris
k
ap
pr
ai
sa
lf
or

ol
de
r
pe
rs
on
s
qu
es
tio
nn
ai
re
;Q

,q
ue
st
io
nn
ai
re
;±

,A
ll
ou
tc
om

e
da
ta
w
er
e
se
lf-
re
po
rt
ed
.

S. Kelly et al.

180



In post hoc subgroup analyses, using outcomes at 3 or 6
months, for the 3 intensive interventions [11, 16, 21] using
personalised feedback, education and telephone follow-up:
SMD −0.32 (95% CI 0.45, −0.18; P < 0.00001), I2 = 41%.
For studies described as brief interventions, (five studies;

six data sets: [11, 15, 19, 20, 23]: SMD −0.17 (95% CI −0.30,
−0.04), I2 = 38%. Without the Fleming 1999 study [11]
(intensive ‘brief ’ intervention), a significant effect remained
(SMD −0.12 (95% CI −0.22, −0.01; P = 0.03, I2 = 0%).
While these analyses provide some further evidence of the

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Table 2. Alcohol consumption trends in control groups (for studies that report absolute measures of alcohol)

Study Control group Units (alcohol) Alcohol consumption at baseline and follow-up

Baseline SD/95% CI 3 months SD/95% CI 6 months SD/95% CI 12 months SD/95% CI

Hansen 2012 [19]
(women)

Leaflets and
information sheet

Mean drinks
per week

21.3 20.2–22.4 NR NR 15 13.5–16.5 14.9 13.4–16.4

Hansen 2012 [19]
(men)

Leaflets and
information sheet

Mean drinks
per week

32.6 30.9–34.3 NR NR 24 21.8–26.1 23.4 21.3–25.4

Moore 2011 [21] Booklet on healthy
behaviour

Mean drinks in past
seven days

15.2 7.4 10.73 8 NR NR 10.7 8.4

Watson 2013 [23] Brief advice
intervention
(5 min)

Mean drinks/day 3.41 2.19 NR NR 2.81 2.03 2.49 1.93

Fleming 1999 [11] General health
booklet

Number of drinks
in previous seven
days

16.58 11.49 15.51 11.37 16.09 12.71 16.27 12.17

Cucciare 2013 [15] Usual care Mean drinks
per drinking day

4.8 4.1 3.5 2.3 4 3.4 NR NR

Ettner 2014 [16] Usual care Mean drinks
per week

13.9 8 NR NR 12.24 NR 11.6 NR

Gordon 2003 [18] Usual care Mean drinks
per month

61.9 NR 51.6 NR 50.1 NR 48.3 NR

Oslin [22] Enhanced referral Number of drinks
per week

17.5 11.3 NR NR 11.4 10.7 NR NR

Kuerbis 2015 [20] No intervention
(but alcohol intake
assessed)

Mean drinks
per week

14.4 7 13.5 6 NR NR NR NR

NR, not reported; SD, standard deviation, 95% CI, 95% confidence interval.

Figure 2. Forest plot1,2,3 for alcohol consumption in intervention groups versus control groups at 35 or 6 months4 follow-up, in
‘at-risk’ populations.
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effectiveness of intensive interventions and some support
that brief interventions overall also may be effective in older
people, they should be interpreted with caution because of
the small number of studies and heterogeneity.

Assessment of risk of bias

Most studies were assessed as at unclear risk of bias, and three
studies at high risk (see Supplementary data, Supplement 5,
available at Age and Ageing online). All alcohol outcome data
was self-reported by participants, although generally using
validated instruments. Seven of the 13 included studies
reported pre-registration of the trial, six did not [11, 14, 15,
17, 18, 20]. National or government funding was reported
for most studies, one reported no funding [25].

There is little evidence of publication bias. Several stud-
ies reported no intervention effect and preliminary funnel
plots (eight studies) suggested little evidence of publication
bias. However, funnel plots are not recommended with less
than 10 studies [12].

Discussion

The focus of this review is to provide evidence to inform
local authorities, commissioners and other stakeholders
about interventions that may be effective in older people.
No evidence from intervention studies in older people was
found about the impact of alcohol prevention or reduction
strategies on cognition or dementia. This is a key gap in the
evidence. We are also not aware of any alcohol prevention
or reduction interventions started earlier in life that report
cognition or dementia outcomes [26, 27].

Little information is available about primary prevention
or health promotion to prevent development of harmful
drinking in older adults. About a third of older people with
drinking problems develop them for the first time in later
life [28], often linked to bereavement, physical ill health,
lack of mobility, social isolation and depression.

There is, however, evidence about interventions to reduce
harmful or hazardous levels of drinking in older people,
which is likely to have a beneficial impact on a range of
health conditions including dementia [4, 5]. There are limita-
tions in the available evidence: most studies were at unclear
or high risk of bias; the range of interventions, intensity and
delivery makes interpretation complex; in some studies the
control group, generally receiving either less intervention or just
assessments of alcohol consumption as part of the research
study, also reduced their alcohol consumption; searches were
limited to studies in English and OECD countries so there is a
risk that other relevant studies were not identified.

However, there is some evidence (three studies) that more
intensive interventions involving personalised feedback, phys-
ician advice, educational materials and follow-up could be most
effective. Brief interventions in older people may also be effect-
ive overall, but there is not yet consistent information about
effective components and the range of brief interventions that

have been examined had mixed effects. Individual brief inter-
ventions that had some positive effects included: a brief ‘inten-
sive’ intervention; a brief mailed intervention with personalised
feedback; provision of advice, education and motivational inter-
viewing. Of note, in some studies, minimal control groups also
reduced alcohol consumption, suggesting that simple interven-
tions such as leaflets, and alcohol assessments with advice to
reduce drinking, might also have some positive effect.

Previous systematic reviews found few alcohol interventions
in older people. A 2007 Cochrane review of brief alcohol inter-
ventions in primary care in adults in general found that brief
interventions lowered alcohol consumption overall [29]. Only
one of the included studies was specifically in older people [11].
A more recent overview of 27 systematic reviews of brief alco-
hol interventions in primary care in adults [30], also found that
brief interventions are effective in reducing alcohol consump-
tion in adults in general but highlighted an evidence gap in older
people. This overview included the 2007 Cochrane review and
also two other reviews that found studies in older people [31,
32], that between them identified only two studies in older peo-
ple [11, 18]. The VINTAGE project also identified scarce data
relating to alcohol interventions in older people [2]. Therefore,
this paper fills a clear evidence gap in older people.

Most of the included studies only recruited a small propor-
tion of the at-risk drinkers identified by screening so it is likely
those recruited to the trials were motivated to reduce drinking,
which may not apply if implemented in practice [33]. Two stud-
ies informed participants recruitment was to a healthy behav-
iour study, not specifically for alcohol, which may have limited
those most motivated to reduce drinking [17, 20]. Both trials
reported some improvement in alcohol outcomes.

All of the alcohol data was self-reported. People may
under-report or not accurately report their drinking, but
this is likely to be similar at baseline and follow-up. Little
published data relevant to cost-effectiveness of interven-
tions in older people was found but recent work on the
general population suggests that brief interventions are
likely to be cost-effective [34].

While harmful or hazardous drinking may have started
earlier in the lifecourse and alcohol consumption often
declines in later life, many older people still drink at levels
that are harmful to health [1]. Older people may also have
chronic conditions or interactions with medication so the
harmful effects of alcohol may manifest at lower levels of
consumption [1]. While primary prevention strategies aimed
at people earlier in the lifecourse are also important, there is
a growing need to address harmful drinking in older people.
The current evidence is presented in this review.

The work presented in this paper has contributed to an
evidence-based resource for local authority commissioners,
clinical commissioning groups and providers of lifestyle behav-
iour change programmes of interventions to help the uptake
and maintenance of healthy behaviours and promote cog-
nitive health among older adults living in the community [35].
This paper provides further details of the methods, analysis
and synthesis.
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Key points
• Interventions to reduce alcohol consumption in at-risk
drinkers may be effective in older people.

• However, there are limitations to the evidence as most
studies were at unclear or high risk of bias.

• There is some evidence that more intensive interventions
could be more effective in older people.

• There is little evidence from interventions relating to pri-
mary prevention of excessive drinking in older people.

• Gaps in the evidence include cost-effectiveness and
impact on cognitive and dementia outcomes.

Supplementary data

Supplementary data mentioned are available at Age and
Ageing online.
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