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ABSTRACT 

Alcohol use among older people in New Zealand has been identified 

as a growing issue and contributes significantly to the economic burden on 

society. Identification of reasons for older people's alcohol use and why they 

drink in such a way is essential to provide understanding of their drinking 

behaviours. This study used a social constructionist framework to explore 

how older people talked about their alcohol consumption. The study aimed

to understand why older people drink alcohol by examining discourses they 

had drawn on to construct their behaviour and subject positions offered by 

these discourses.  

Data analysed in this study were collected as part of the New 

Zealand Longitudinal Study on Aging (NZLSA). The sample included 18 

individuals aged from 53 to 74 years, who were selected on the basis of their 

reported drinking status (light to heavy drinker), as identified with the 

Alcohol Use Disorder Identification Test-C in the 2010 NZLSA survey. 

Data was analysed using a discourse analysis on the transcribed text. 

Participants talked about their alcohol use as being an integral part of their 

social lives and something they do for sociability, to enhance social 

situation and to help them relax and unwind. They consistently drew on the 

positive constructions of alcohol use and positioned themselves as good, 

healthy and controlled drinkers. Participants did not identify with harmful 

alcohol use. They constructed problem drinking as being younger people's 

behaviour and a health issue for heavy and excessive drinkers. 

Findings indicate that the positive aspects of health messages are 

taken up enthusiastically to support the positive constructions of alcohol 

use, as evident in the participants' use of the public discourse on benefits of 

drinking in moderation. However, negative health messages, such as ones 

given with medications, are often ignored or seen as outweighed by alcohol 

desirability. Findings  of this study add to knowledge of alcohol use in this 

population and may be used to support future health promotion initiatives 

that aim to reduce harmful alcohol use in this population.  



ii 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dedication 

 

Dedicated to my children Iva and Luka Aitken. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iii 
 

Acknowledgments 

 

I would like to thank the following people who have helped me, in many 

ways, during this project: 

 

 I would like to acknowledge Christine Stephens, my academic 

supervisor, for providing me with the expert advice and support 

throughout writing of this thesis. Thank you, your insight and 

guidance were very valuable in helping me with this study.  

 

 To my mother Veselinka Kovacevic, thank you for your support and 

being an amazing mother and grandmother. 

 

 To my husband Chris Aitken, thank you for your unconditional 

support and understanding of my need and love for learning.  

 

 To Kerry Powell, my sister in law and friend, for the time and 

support you offered during this project. Thank you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  



iv 
 

Contents: 

 

ABSTRACT .................................................................................................... i 

Dedication ...................................................................................................... ii 

Acknowledgments ......................................................................................... iii 

Contents.........................................................................................................iv 

CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION ................................................................. 1 

1.1. Alcohol as a commodity ...................................................................... 1 

1.2. Adverse health effects and the societal burden ................................... 3 

1.3. Alcohol and older people..................................................................... 4 

1.4. Alcohol and the aging body ................................................................. 8 

1.5. Positive effects of alcohol ................................................................... 9 

1.6. Pitfalls of drinking ............................................................................. 11 

1.7. Alcohol and medications ................................................................... 13 

1.8. Influences on mental health ............................................................... 14 

CHAPTER 2 ................................................................................................. 16 

2.1. Factors influencing drinking in older people .................................... 16 

2.2. Alcohol: Cultural and social influences ............................................ 18 

2.3. The meaning of drinking ................................................................... 23 

2.4. Alcohol and baby-boomers................................................................ 24 

2.5. Alcohol: a biopsychosocial phenomenon .......................................... 25 

2.6. Aims of the study .............................................................................. 26 

CHAPTER 3 ................................................................................................. 28 

3.1. Methodology and method .................................................................. 28 

3.2. Procedures ......................................................................................... 32 

3.2.1. Participants ................................................................................. 32 

3.2.2. Ethics .......................................................................................... 33 

3.2.3. Data analysis .............................................................................. 33 



v 
 

CHAPTER 4 - RESULTS ............................................................................ 38 

4.1. A 'social life' discourse ...................................................................... 38 

4.1.1. It’s customary ............................................................................. 39 

4.1.2. Social facilitation ........................................................................ 41 

4.2. A 'drinking to relax' discourse ........................................................... 45 

4.3. A 'functional drinking' discourse ....................................................... 48 

4.4. A 'health issue' discourse ................................................................... 50 

4.4.1. It’s a medicine ............................................................................. 50 

4.4.2. Older and wiser .......................................................................... 55 

4.5. A 'problem' discourse ........................................................................ 59 

4.5.1. Young people and New Zealand binge drinking culture............. 59 

4.5.2. Being responsible ........................................................................ 64 

4.6. The links between discourses ............................................................ 66 

4.7.  Summary .......................................................................................... 68 

CHAPTER 5 - DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION ................................. 71 

5.1. Alcohol use as discussed by older people ......................................... 72 

5.2. Implications of this Study .................................................................. 75 

5.3. Strengths and limitations ................................................................... 76 

5.3.1. Strengths ..................................................................................... 76 

5.3.2. Limitations .................................................................................. 78 

5.4. Future Research ................................................................................. 79 

5.5. Conclusion ......................................................................................... 80 

References .................................................................................................... 83 

Appendix A .................................................................................................. 93 

Appendix B ............................................................................................... .104 

Appendix C ............................................................................................... .108 

Appendix D ............................................................................................... .109


