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Seniors and Alcohol 
 
Alcohol can become a problem for tenants of 
any age. When it happens to an older tenant, 
it can wreck their health, affect their 
independence and leave them at risk of being 
evicted. 
 

How Common Is It? 
 
These days, it is quite common for seniors to 
drink beer, wine, or other spirits. About 72% 
of men aged 65 and over, and about 58% of 
women aged 65 and over, drink alcohol at 
least occasionally. For about 10% of seniors, drinking can become 
a problem. 
 

What Kinds of Situations Do Building Managers 
See? 
 
Do some of these situations sound familiar? 
 
John's wife died last May, and John hasn't been the same. He has 
had several falls in the building. Sometimes Albert, the manager, 
can smell alcohol on him even in the morning. 
 
Marguerite is a quiet tenant. She used to be very social, in spite of 
her arthritis. Since her stroke, she's become quite withdrawn. She 
is hardly seen outside of her apartment, but a taxi driver regularly 
delivers alcohol to her door. 
 
Ralph has had a drinking problem for years. He leaves his 
apartment door open and lets the bottle delivery service and other 
people into the building at all hours. 
 
In each of these situations, the building manager likely knows or 
suspects the older tenant may have a drinking problem.  
 
Common signs are  
- changes in the senior's behaviour, 
- the tenant is becoming increasingly isolated, 
- the senior is neglecting himself or herself, or neglecting the 

apartment, 
- the rent is not getting paid, 

- frequent falls,  
 
- fire (falling asleep in the chair with a cigarette), or 

- several liquor, wine or beer bottles in the garbage. 
 
Seniors experiencing an alcohol problem may be at risk 
of eviction because they are neglecting the apartment, 
not paying the rent, or occasionally because they are 
causing a disturbance for other tenants. They are also at 
risk of victimization by others because the drinking can 
begin to negatively affect their memory and judgment. 
 

Understanding the Problem 
 
For some seniors (about 1 in 3) with alcohol problems, it 
only became a problem recently. They drink to deal with 

either physical pain or emotional pain, loneliness and isolation. For 
other seniors, drinking has been a much longer problem, which 
means if it took a long time to develop, it usually won't get fixed 
overnight. 
 
Some seniors develop an alcohol misuse problem. As people get 
older, their kidneys and liver have trouble handling even what 
most people would consider to be small amounts of alcohol. Also, 
sometimes it is not the alcohol itself that causes the problem. 
Many medications commonly prescribed for seniors can inadvertently 
cause problems (such as falls, confusion) if the senior also drinks. 
 

Why Care? 
 
It's hard not to care when you see someone falling apart. At the 
same time, it is no longer a private matter if it is affecting the 
tenant's ability to fulfil his or her obligations under the tenancy 
agreement.  
 
The good news is that seniors are often able to change their 
alcohol/drug use. They do very well when they receive appropriate 
help (actually better than younger people). 
 

As a Manager, What Can I Do? 
 
Fortunately, managers do not have to be alcohol counsellors to 
deal with these problems in their building. Much of the time it is 
helpful just knowing which services are available to assist with 
specific issues like intoxication, counselling, depression, leisure 
activities, or other alcohol-related matters. 
 



 

 

 

Some Practical Tips  
 
Some managers try to ignore the problem, hoping it will go away. 
Others go to the other extreme, and just want to evict the senior.  
 
Building managers who have been in the business a long time 
know that the second approach can sometimes be short sighted, 
because you are just passing the problem on to a manager in 
another building. Sooner or later, they will simply pass their 
problem tenants on to you. The older tenant with an alcohol 
problem gets "recycled". 
 
If you see a problem, do something… 

1. Talk with the senior privately.  
2. If the senior is intoxicated, wait. Talk with him/ her 

when the person is sober.  
3. Be specific about what you’ve noticed.  
4. Be non-judgmental and a good listener.  
5. Do not delay, when you start to see a problem. Act. 

Leaving it until a crisis happens will just make things 
worse. 

 
Suggest a referral 

1. Let the senior know you think it would be useful for 
him / her to talk to somebody knowledgeable about 
health and alcohol problems.  

2. Explain your reasons. Make it clear that you are 
concerned about their well-being.  

3. Have the contact number of the resource available. 
 

An example of what you might say: 
 
"John, I'm really concerned about you and your health. I know it’s 
been hard since your wife died last year.   
 
If things don't change very soon, I may have to end your tenancy. 
I don't want to do that. You've been a good tenant. But your 
apartment is in really bad shape and it looks as if you are having 
trouble taking care of yourself. 
 
I know an agency where people might be able to help you get 
things sorted out and help get your drinking under control. If I 
give you their number, will you call them? Or if you like, I can 
call them for you." 
 
General Do's and Don'ts: 
- Don't shame- don't use the word "alcoholic" or “drunk” when 

speaking to, or about a senior. 

- Treat the man or woman with respect – he or she is still a 
person. 

- Try working with the senior and the alcohol counsellor to find 
a way of addressing your concerns (and the other tenants' 
concerns) so that the senior does not have to be evicted.  

- Use your tenant's committee (if you have one) to develop 
'house rules' that are fair responses to when a person is 
intoxicated, disturbing others, etc. The rule should focus on  
changing the behaviour or reducing te harm, not on punishing 
the person. 

- Be open to having community services come to the senior to 
help them safely stop drinking at home.  

 
  

Be Kind and Supportive 
 

It’s always good to do the things you would with any other tenant, 
such as saying “Hi” when you see them. If you see positive 
changes in seniors who have had a problem, support them and let 
them  know (“Mrs. Harris, you look really good these days. It’s 
great to see you doing so well.”) 
 
It is also helpful to know that not all seniors who have an alcohol 
problem have to completely stop drinking. Sometimes their lives 
improve when they reduce the amount they are consuming. Many 
times if a senior can get  help to deal with the reason they are 
drinking (e.g., depression, grief, pain, or loneliness),  that 
significantly improves the situation for them.    
 
While the senior who wants to stop drinking completely may start 
drinking again for a while (sometimes called a “slip”), she or he 
can often get over this bump in the road, with support. 
 

Where to Go For Help and More Information 
 
To find out who is available in your community, contact: 
 

 
 

 


