
Scottish Health Action on Alcohol 
Problems (SHAAP) and the 
Scottish Alcohol Research Network 
(SARN) are proud to support the 
lunchtime ‘Alcohol Occasional’ 
seminars which showcase new 
and innovative research on alcohol 
use. All of the seminars are run in 
conjunction with the Royal College 
of Physicians of Edinburgh. These 
events provide the chance for 
researchers, practitioners, policy 
makers and members of the public 
to hear about alcohol-related 
topics and discuss and debate 
implications for policy and practice.

The current theme for the seminars 
is ‘Alcohol and Recovery’. Briefing 
papers, including this one, aim 
to capture the main themes 
and to communicate these to a 
wider audience. SHAAP is fully 
responsible for the contents, which 
are our interpretation. 

‘Drink Wise, Age Well’ (DWAW) is a 
multi-layered intervention for older 
adults over 50 years of age with a 
range of drinking behaviours. It is 
carried out in Glasgow, Sheffield, 
Devon, Cwm Taf NHS (Wales) and the 
Western Healthcare Trust in Northern 
Ireland.

Adnum began her talk by indicating 
that she would provide a brief overview 
of the DWAW programme; initial 
findings from a 2016-17 survey; and 
some case studies.

She explained that DWAW offers every 
participant the following:

1  6-8 DES sessions (Direct 
Engagement Support) consisting 
of 1-to-1 sessions, family and MAP 
(Mutual Aid & Partnership) groups

2  Help to build resilience in the form of 
workshops and social activities for 
people in recovery

3  Prevention in terms of info-stands 
and workplace outreach

4  Training & Education events/
opportunities for volunteers. 

Adnum’s research aimed to evaluate 
whether the interventions met the 
needs of participants; whether they 
worked well and if they could be 
improved; and to analyse the process 
of how the interventions could bring 
about change. The methodology 
comprised of two qualitative interviews 
with each user, using Photovoice and 
Nodemaps which trace the drinker’s 
journey from GP referral to the point of 
‘recovery’ that they achieve.

The results showed that the 
programme could help to combat 
participants’ loneliness and isolation, 
who liked ‘getting out of the house’ 
and found new friends through the 
DWAW ‘family’. It also made them feel 
able to discuss alcohol issues in this 
environment, and they appreciated 
having older-age forums since their 
needs were different from those of 
young people with alcohol problems. 
Social activities such as trips added 
to the variety and fun element of 
participation in the programme. 
Respondents liked having their 
‘own’ support worker and the non-

judgemental approach, which helped 
to build trust. They appreciated the 
accessible locations and found access 
to DWAW services ‘quick and easy’, 
with some liking on-line tools and 
others not.

Key findings of the 2017 report 
which surveyed 1,400 people across 
the UK, included that participants 
gained empowerment through 
autonomy and the importance of a 
person-centred plan, e.g. they were 
not told to be abstinent if their goal 
had been to reduce their alcohol 
intake. The therapeutic approach 
with home outreach for those with 
mobility issues was appreciated, but 
sometimes this did not go well as the 
dependence on the 1-to-1 relationship 
led to disengagement when the DES 
sessions were over. It was also felt 
that the intervention could be improved 
by being extended. The 5-step 
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family support programme (for family 
members, not users) and the MAP 
groups were felt to be useful as they 
gave participants the freedom to talk 
about other issues, not just alcohol.

Key themes from the case studies 
were:

The impact of harmful drinking on 
physical and mental health and the 
loss of control over one’s life; 
The emptiness of life and loss of 
familial relationships; 
Drinking problems started with 
retirement and boredom, feeling a lack 
of purpose in life; 
Reduced alcohol intake, rather than 
stopping completely, was often seen as 
a manageable goal; 
Big changes in lifestyle led to fulfilment 
and engagement of the users, giving 
content to previously empty lives.

Adnum concluded that her research 
showed that the DWAW interventions 
increased self-esteem, confidence 
and empowerment of users, who 
felt understood and hopeful that 
they would be able to improve their 
health. She noted that for example, 
the Glasgow group only reported 
three negative experiences from 
200 participants. The volunteers 
for their part, also reported feeling 
empowerment and a sense of identity, 
as well as learning new skills. She 
hoped that the DWAW experience 
could inform policy and be used 
to develop specific services for 
volunteers.

In the ensuing discussion, it was 
emphasised that DWAW was not a 
treatment service, although it often 
received individuals with quite complex 

needs. GPs could refer patients there – 
if they were aware of the programme. 
24% of participants referred 
themselves. In terms of the Scottish 
Government’s alcohol and drugs 
treatment strategy, it was suggested 
that a conflation of the two services 
was not welcome as alcohol users 
did not want to experience the stigma 
often attached to drug-user facilities. 
Discussants suggested that ‘harm 
reduction’ could include abstinence as 
well as reduction of alcohol intake. One 
recommendation which came out of 
the discussion was that there should 
be specially trained workers in older-
adult services.
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SHAAP/SARN Alcohol Occasional Seminars 
2018/19: Alcohol and Recovery

14th February 2019 
“Before rock bottom?” Promoting early recovery and self-change  

amongst harmful drinkers.

7th March 2019 
Redefining Recovery- Soberistas: a social network encouraging  

a secure alcohol-free identity.

25th April 2019 
Research investigating food environments within a recovery setting.

23rd May 2019 
“You could just show a little more compassion”: A meta-ethnography of what 

constitutes effective problem alcohol and drug treatment from the  
perspective of people who are homeless.

Register for the events here: http://www.shaap.org.uk/events.html


