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ABSTRACT 

Objective: To analyze the social representations of elderly people about alcoholism. 

Method: This is an exploratory study, grounded on the theory of Social Representations, 

held with 200 elderly people, in João Pessoa/PB and Cabedelo/PB. In Long-stay Institutions 

and peer groups of elderly people, we performed interviews and applied the Free Word Asso-

ciation Test and a sociodemographic form, which were treated by the IRaMuTeQ and SPSS 

softwares. 

Results: In average, they were aged 70, female, brown, Catholics, widowed, 6 years of scho-

oling, retired and earned 2 minimum wages. The following classes emerged: 1. Alcoholism 

consequences; 2. Reasons for Alcohol abuse; 3. Alcoholism and social exclusion; 4. Alcoho-

lism and family impacts. 

Conclusion: The meaning of alcoholism was anchored in the negative attitude due to indi-

vidual, family, social and economic repercussions. Mental health and harm prevention poli-

cies should address the elderly citizens at risk for alcoholism.

Keywords: Aged; Alcoholism; Social Representation.

Resumo

Objetivo: Analisar as representações sociais de idosos sobre o alcoolismo.

Método: Estudo exploratório, subsidiado na teoria das Representações Sociais, realizado com 

200 idosos, em João Pessoa/PB e Cabedelo/PB. Em Instituições de Longa Permanência e gru-

pos de convivência de idosos, realizaram-se entrevistas e associação livre de palavras e usa-

do formulário sociodemográfico, processados pelo software IRaMuTeQ e SPSS. 

Resultados: Tinham em média 70 anos, maioritariamente sexo feminino, pardos, católicos, 

viúvos, 6 anos de escolaridade, aposentados e 2 salários-mínimos. Emergiram as classes: 1. 

Consequências do alcoolismo; 2. Motivação para o uso de álcool; 3. Alcoolismo e exclusão  

social; 4. Alcoolismo e efeitos na família. 

Conclusões: O significado de alcoolismo ancorou-se na atitude negativa devido às repercus-

sões individuais, familiares, sociais e econômicas. As políticas de saúde mental e prevenção 

de danos devem contemplar os idosos em situação de risco para o alcoolismo.

Palavras-chave: Alcoolismo; Idoso; Representação Social.
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RESUMEN 

Objetivo: Analizar las representaciones sociales de ancianos sobre el alcoholismo. 

Método: Estudio exploratorio, basado en la teoría de las Representaciones Sociales, realiza-

do con 200 ancianos, en João Pessoa/PB y Cabedelo/PB. En las Instituciones de Larga Per-

manencia y en los grupos de convivencia de ancianos, se realizaron las entrevistas y se 

aplicaron la Prueba de Asociación Libre de Palabras y un formulario sociodemográfico, que 

se trataron con los programas IRaMuTeQ y SPSS. 

Resultados: Tenían un promedio de 70 años; sexo femenino, marrones, católicos, viudos, 6 

años de educación; jubilados y recibían 2 salarios mínimos. Surgieron las clases: 1. Conse-

cuencias del alcoholismo; 2. Razones para el abuso de alcohol; 3. Alcoholismo y exclusión 

social; 4. Alcoholismo y efectos familiares. 

Conclusión: El significado de alcoholismo se ancló en la actitud negativa ante las repercu-

siones individuales, familiares, sociales y económicas. Las políticas de salud mental y pre-

vención de daños deben abarcar los ancianos en riesgo de alcoholismo.

Descriptores: Alcoholismo; Anciano; Representación Social.

INTRODUCTION

Alcoholism is considered a disease resulting from the uncontrolled and progressive consump-

tion of alcoholic beverages, which can entail serious and sometimes irreversible repercus-

sions for the human body(1). Undoubtedly, it is a complex problem that involves psychoso-

cial and economic dimensions that are not always taken into account, constituting a pro-

blem for health services and requiring new approaches and perspectives from health ser-

vices and programs(2).

The use and abuse of alcoholic beverages by older people in contemporary times, due to its 

magnitude and transcendence, has been characterized as a public health problem, since it 

is one of the main risk factors for chronic non-communicable diseases(3,4). 

In a study carried out with 614 elderly people living in the urban area of a medium-sized 

municipality, alcohol abuse and probable addiction were found in 26.5% of the subjects, with 

a predominance of males (77.3%), having from 1 to 5 years of schooling (54.5%) and an inco-

me between 1 and 3 minimum wages (52.3%)(5). In a household survey involving 202 elderly 

people living in a neighborhood in Brasília, 15% of them (n= 31) drank alcohol regularly and 

16% (n= 5) abused it; the majority (41.08%) had between 8 and 11 years of schooling, where 

women were prevalent (56%)(6).
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In a study that analyzed the pattern of alcohol consumption in 10,537 elderly Brazilians and 

its association with sociodemographic factors, lifestyle habits and health conditions, alcohol 

consumption was classified as non-use, light/moderate use and risky use. The prevalence 

rates for light/moderate and risky use were 9.4% and 4.6%, respectively. The two consump-

tion patterns were inversely associated with age, and were more frequent among men, tho-

se with more years of schooling, smokers and those who practiced physical activity. Light/

moderate consumption was less frequent among non-whites and among those who repor-

ted strokes and diabetes, while risky consumption was less frequent among elderly people 

diagnosed with heart diseases and more frequent among those who reported depression. 

This result identifies profiles of greater vulnerability, with small differences between con-

sumption patterns(7). 

Accordingly, there is no safe level for alcohol consumption and there is no single parame-

ter for defining moderate or abusive use. This assessment is contextual, depending on age, 

living conditions, association with work or driving behavior. A warning sign of alcohol abu-

se or addiction occurs when individuals need to drink increasingly large quantities of alco-

hol, have a continuous desire to drink more and are unable to reduce the amount of alcohol 

they consume. In addition, there is an increase in the time spent obtaining, using or reco-

vering from the effects of the ingested substance; and, as a result, they abandon or reduce 

important social, occupational or recreational activities in the face of this consumption(1). 

Nevertheless, in recent decades, studies about the elderly person have contributed to im-

provements in the Municipal Policy for the Elderly(8-11). At the same time, there has been 

some research addressing alcoholism and the old age in the national literature(12-16). Thus, 

the object of this study consists of the social representations of elderly people about alcoho-

lism as a phenomenon of a psychosocial nature, since it reveals a social reality that requi-

res serious reflection on the part of health professionals, family members, governing autho-

rities and society in general. 

To this end, the Theory of Social Representations (TSR) was used in this research to unders-

tand the meaning attributed to alcohol use in the context of the life of an elderly person.  

Social representations (SR) refer to the product resulting from the formation/transformati-

on of common-sense knowledge through its circulation in the media and in social relation-

ships involving empirical regularities, which encompass human values and practices relat-

ing to specific objects of relevance to society. From this same perspective, they are pheno-

mena that structure attitudes, practices, norms, beliefs and information about a given object. 

This process is directly linked to the history of the subject or group in question and the 

relationships established in the social context in which it is inserted(23-25).
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SR have the function of guiding communication, the formation of behavior and identity, 

influencing the lives of the individuals/groups involved in the phenomenon in focus. Accor-

dingly, communication and behavior can guide the process of social interaction that sym-

bolically transforms the represented objects/phenomena. In addition to the action-oriented 

function, which is based on defining the purpose of the situation, creating a system of anti-

cipations/expectations and prescribing social conducts/practices, there is also the identity 

function, which defines social identity and maintains the specificity of groups, as well as 

the justification function, which underpins positions and conducts(26). 

Among the different TSR approaches, in this study, the procedural one was adopted. This 

approach considers that the processes of anchoring and objectification are fundamental to 

the construction of SR. Anchoring allows meanings to be attributed to strange or unfami-

liar objects/phenomena, transforming them into something familiar, facilitating communi-

cation and social relationships; objectification occurs from the construction of figurative 

cores, with the transformation of words into images, through the naturalization of images 

into elements of reality that can be concretely observed in people and things(27,28).  

Therefore, dealing with social representations implies considering that, in order to adapt 

to their particular social situation and, more specifically, to elaborate, plan and manage 

their behavioral strategies, subjects can be expected to use not only the information captu-

red in their health conditions, but also the information already available, which they use 

whenever socially necessary. 

Research and studies based on social representations make it possible to take a different  

look at certain social objects, and this shows the importance of knowing what has been   

researched with the support of TSR. 

Health policies against the risky use of alcohol are aimed at the young population, leaving 

an emerging gap for the diagnosis and treatment of the elderly citizens. Therefore, this stu-

dy is relevant in terms of understanding the knowledge, information, attitudes, beliefs and 

norms that older people have about alcoholism, and can thus contribute to constructing and 

improving the practices of professionals who deal with this population. Consequently, the 

knowledge of what the elderly person think about alcoholism makes it easier to understand 

how he/she adopts health practices and behaves in the face of aspects inherent to aging   

itself. In this context, the question arises: what are the meanings constructed by elderly  

people about alcoholism? Thus, the study has the objective of analyzing the Social Repre-

sentations about alcoholism constructed by elderly people.
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METHODOLOGY

This is an exploratory study, with a qualitative approach, based on the Theory of Social   

Representations in the Moscovici’s tradition(26) and carried out in a Family Health Unit with 

two groups of elderly people and four Long-Stay Institutions for the Elderly (LSIE), in the 

municipalities of João Pessoa and Cabedelo/Paraíba/Brazil.

A total of 200 elderly people of both genders, chosen for convenience, took part in the stu-

dy. The adopted inclusion criterion was age 60 or over and cognitive normality. Subjects 

who were not cognitively able to answer the research instrument at the time of the inter-

view were excluded. For this purpose, the Mini-Mental State Examination (MMSE) was ap-

plied(29).

Data collection took place between August 2017 and February 2018 in the aforementioned 

locations. Initially, the elderly people were informed about the objectives of the study and 

signed the Free and Informed Consent Form. Afterwards, the MMSE was applied; and, in 

positive cases, a semi-structured interview was carried out, starting with a free association 

of words with the inducing term “alcoholism”, followed by questions about attitudes, norms, 

information and beliefs relating to the object under study and sociodemographic data. 

SPSS® for Windows® (Statistical Package for Social Sciences), version 19.0, was used to ana-

lyze the sociodemographic data. The interview data was analyzed using the IRaMuTeQ® 

software, version 0.7, developed by Ratinaud and useful for processing textual data through 

lexicometry. In this study, it was opted to use the Descending Hierarchical Classification 

(DHC), following the method proposed by Reinert, which allows the corpus to be divided 

into classes based on the similarities of their words. These classes represent a set of exist-

ing meanings and can indicate elements of social representations relating to the object under 

investigation. It is a proposal that has been used with increasing frequency in the fields of 

health and human sciences when analyzing textual data from interviews, documents and 

similar texts(30,31). It is based on lexical proximity and considers that words that appear in 

similar contexts relate to an identical lexical set, constituting systems of representation(32). 

This research complied with the ethical precepts recommended by Resolution no. 466/12, 

which regulates research with human beings(33). The study was approved by the Research 

Ethics Committee of the Center for Health Sciences from the Federal University of Paraíba, 

under opinion no. 2.190.153 and CAAE no. 67103917.6.0000.5188, derived from the project: 

Policies, Practices and Innovative Technologies for the Health Care of Elderly People. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The profile of the elderly people in this study was similar to that found in the literature, 

with a predominance of females (72.5%), over 70 years of age (75%), followers of the Catho-

lic religion (82.5%), widowed (31%), with more than 6 years of schooling (48.5%), illiterate 

(21%) and being retired (83.5%). There were also similarities in terms of monthly income, 

with 84% receiving between 1 and 2 minimum wages, and the perception of income being 

considered good (73%)(21,34,35). The interviewed institutionalized elderly people had lived in 

the institutions for less than 5 years (72%) and received weekly visits (42%). 

The Descending Hierarchical Classification made it possible to understand the expressions 

and each of the words uttered by the participants and to analyze them based on their pla-

ces and social insertions. Figure 1↗ shows the lexical distribution and the relationships among 

the four classes. This distribution format revealed that classes 1 and 2 were less related or 

closer to class 4. It should be emphasized that class 1 was the most representative, contain-

ing 36.31% of the text segments (TS) recognized by the software, followed by class 4, which 

dealt with the effects of alcoholism on the family; class 3 expresses the close relationship 

between alcohol and social issues. Classes 1 and 2 were closely related to each other and 

were united in a single axis related to the motivation and consequences of alcoholism in 

the life context of the individual, family and community. Accordingly, the classes were    

named according to the representation of each one: 1. consequences of alcoholism; 2. moti-

vation for alcohol use; 3. alcoholism and social exclusion; 4. alcoholism and effects on the 

family (Figure 1↗).

In class 1, called “Consequences of Alcoholism”, the social representations of the elderly peo-

ple were the majority regarding the individual, family and social repercussions caused by 

alcoholism, and this class was made up of 73 of the text segments (36.1%), adding as parti-

cipants: elderly women, single, with between 6 and 10 years of schooling. In their speeches, 

the interviewees highlighted the culture of violence – accident and death – experienced and 

the relevant social impact, as can be seen in the excerpts: 

[...] old people want to be young, seek fresh and young women, through drinking and parties, 

they decide to drink and drive, with poor eyesight and even drunk, so they end up doing stupid 

things, that’s where the danger lies. [...] (I028, LSIE, 74 years old, female, divorced, 1-5 years 

of schooling, Catholic, retired).

[...] The increase and lack of control of addiction lead to social problems such as conflicts, traffic 

accidents and crimes. [...] (I024, LSIE, 75 years old, male, divorced, 1-5 years of schooling, 

Catholic, retired).
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[...] Alcohol entails illness, abandonment, exclusion, contempt [...]. (I104, household, 73 years 

old, female, married, 6-10 years of schooling, Evangelical, retired).

Among the emerging themes, the consequences of alcoholism were anchored in the orga-

nic perspective, that is, the impact of alcohol use generates various illnesses, among which 

depression was the most frequently mentioned. Alcoholism affects users who suffer from 

loneliness, abandonment and family isolation. 

The relationship between this disorder and depression is complex, and it remains to be seen 

whether depression is a cause or a consequence. The association between depression and 

Alcohol Use Disorder is also related to situations of domestic violence, divorce, as well as 

social and financial decline. Depression is the most prevalent psychiatric illness among the 

elderly population, and it regularly goes undiagnosed and, consequently, untreated. Howe-

ver, it influences quality of life, increasing the economic burden, due to its direct and indi-

rect costs and, consequently, can lead to suicidal tendencies(1,14).

It is worth highlighting the study about alcohol abuse and addiction in the elderly popula-

tion, which revealed that excessive alcohol use in this group is associated with chronic     

diseases, including psychiatric disorders(6,22). Another study showed the presence of frailty 

correlated with alcohol consumption, especially in the age group between 60 and 79 years 

old(20). In this context, there is concern about the importance of monitoring the mental    

health of these individuals and the clinical and psychiatric comorbidities that can intensify 

some symptoms related to the disease. 

Most of the elderly citizens have no family relationships or have conflicting relationships, 

which leads to a problem that may be associated with the imagery representation of family 

abandonment, which is loneliness in old age, leading the elderly individual to be more vul-

nerable to health problems and functional limitations, as well as the risk of using alcohol 

and other drugs as an escape from the isolation he/she experiences(19,22).

Consistently, the family system affects and is affected. Family conflicts are present in the 

home of alcoholic subjects, even giving rise to social consequences that strengthen the cul-

ture of violence. Alcoholism can be the means by which the individual ends up involved 

and becomes the protagonist of scenes of violence, such as traffic accidents, caused by the 

association between alcohol and driving, as well as the countless deaths that feed the sta-

tistics every day.

Furthermore, alcoholism can be associated with episodes of violence against the elderly 

person, as pointed out in a study about social representations of violence against the elderly 

population, where alcohol, drugs and unemployment were also mentioned as reasons for 
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violence against the elderly citizens. The frailty and vulnerability associated with old age 

often dictate addiction, abandonment and isolation or mistreatment and violence, dictating 

the place of the elderly citizens in society, where they have lost all centrality(22).

Class 2, called “Motivation for alcohol use”, was made up of 32 TS (16.07%), comprising sepa-

rated elderly people and pensioners. For the interviewees, the reason that leads the elderly 

citizens to alcoholism would be an attempt to escape from the problems that cause demoti-

vation in life, that is, alcohol is an escape valve from the world of loneliness and abandon-

ment that they live in; to this end, the elderly person seeks fun and happiness through 

drinking, as reported in the excerpts:

The lack of love and attention from the family makes the elderly person feel abandoned, so he 

drinks to forget about these problems. [...] (I030, LSIE, 80 years old, female, single, 6-10 years 

of schooling, Catholic, retired).

[...] loneliness due to disappointments that occurred throughout life and lack of courage to react 

to problems, in marriage, with children, life problems. [...] (I029, LSIE, 81 years old, female, sepa-

rated, over 10 years of schooling, Catholic, retired).

[...] The lack of faith in God leads the elderly person to fall into the enemy's traps, until he beco-

mes an out-of-control old man. [...] (I121, household, 81 years old, female, single, over 10 years 

of schooling, Catholic, retired).

The interviewees pointed out the need to drink to forget about life problems. In this sense, 

some authors have pointed out that moderate alcohol consumption is positively associated 

with the perceived health of the elderly individual. In fact, the reports identified that, among 

the reasons for drinking alcoholic beverages, regular consumption of wine stood out, since 

it is good for the heart(2).

Another aspect observed in the interviews was alcoholism as a weakness in the face of the 

influence of bad friendships that lead the individual to move away from God, approach the 

things of the devil and cause horror in the family and in society. In other words, the dua-

listic view between good and evil, God and Devil are evoked, showing the influence of     

beliefs and religiosity. In this study, the speeches of the elderly people revealed the rela-  

tionship among religiosity, the institution of the family and marriage as Christian attitu-

des of a life project that can be threatened by alcoholism, causing separation from family 

members and divorce. Thus, numerous and distinct negative social representations fell on 

the elderly person who suffers from alcoholism. 
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From another perspective, “Alcoholism and social exclusion” was an emerging theme in 

class 3, made up of 31 text segments (15.48%), representing the speech of elderly people aged 

between 65 and 69 years old with more than 10 years of schooling. For the interviewees, 

society encourages the alcohol use through commercialization, but, in the face of addiction 

and the fear of violence generated in this context, the social attitude is one of prejudice and 

exclusion: 

[...] it’s a drugged, irresponsible and lost society, on the other hand, alternative and influential, 

where everyone is susceptible. [...] society excludes, because nobody cares about these people, 

they are despised and removed from social life [...]. (I001, LSIE, 74 years old, female, widowed, 

over 10 years of schooling, mixed religion, pensioner).

[...] The drunk is excluded from social life, through prejudice, as the addiction is very uncomfor-

table and causes fear. [...] (I110, household, 68 years old, female, married, 6-10 years of scho-

oling, Catholic, retired).

In the symbolic construction of alcoholism, the lexicon “fear” was revealed as an incorpo-

rated meaning, since the user is fascinated by drinking and feels fear at the same time; in 

the same way that the effect caused, sometimes pleasure, sometimes states of depression, 

sometimes includes in social groups, but also leads to situations of social exclusion.

In turn, class 4, “Alcoholism and effects on the family”, made up of 64 text segments (32.14%), 

was understood by elderly people with between 1 and 5 years of schooling, presenting     

aspects that denote the obstacles to family life with this major social problem, alcoholism. 

In their speeches, the interviewees highlighted the main difficulties and challenges faced 

by the elderly citizens and their families. The effects of alcoholism mainly cause marital 

problems and often lead to the separation of the couple or even the separation of the elderly 

person from his/her family:  

[...]The trauma that drinking causes in people is very great, when the person drinks too much, it 

causes fights and destruction of the home, loss of contact with the family, which isolates the per-

son and many even suffer from depression and must be hospitalized to treat the addiction. [...] 

(I131, household, 75 years old, female, widowed, without schooling, Evangelical, retired).

The elderly citizens also mention the costs incurred by the family and the State in terms of 

treating and hospitalizing the individual who suffers from alcoholism, costs generated by 

the access to drinks that burden the budget of the individual and, often, of the family, as 

in the following excerpt:
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[...]Alcoholism entails a lot of family expenses with treatment and rehabilitation of patients and 

addicts. [...] (I104, household, 73 years old, female, married, 6-10 years of schooling, Evan-

gelical, retired).

For elderly people, old age has brought with it pain and distress due to family and social 

conflicts and loss of life due to alcoholism. Similarly, the study carried out with elderly    

alcoholics in Campo Grande revealed the behind-the-scenes of alcoholism in old age, whe-

re the family appears as the primary cause and social influence(16). 

In addition to the health service, the family is fundamental in terms of caring for and wel-

coming elderly people exposed to risky alcohol use in order to avoid addiction and complica-

tions arising from this problem. However, the family should not be blamed, since it is essen-

tial that public policies are in line with adequate therapeutic prevention during old age. In 

fact, these findings have shown the important role of social representations in terms of gui-

ding communication and behavior in relation to the object in question, that is, alcoholism.

CONCLUSION

This study analyzed the social representations of alcoholism constructed by the elderly   

population. It is understood that this knowledge is fundamental for health professionals to 

conduct a careful interview with the elderly patients in order to identify physical and psy-

chiatric comorbidities, based on their experiences and the associated social, psychological 

and biological aspects.

The elderly people constructed social representations of alcoholism based on its damage 

and prejudice to the individual, the family and the society in general. The elements reveal 

how familiar alcohol use is, that is, common sense is configured as everyday experiences, 

the coexistence with people close to the social network of the elderly person; alcoholism is 

associated with its negative aspects resulting from family conflicts. The results show that, 

although alcoholism is less prevalent in old age, even at a lower frequency/quantity, it can 

entail several negative consequences at this stage of life. 

The study shows that the subjects expect their families to provide inclusion, welcoming, 

help and protection in the face of the progressive decline in their mental and functional  

capacities, besides expressing the need for autonomy and respect. From this perspective, 

care and attention should prioritize strengthening the bonds of the support network for 

the old person, re-establishing relationships weakened by the abusive use of alcoholic beve-

rages and enabling the construction of new healthy bonds.
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A challenge to be overcome in the Brazilian context is the development and implementa-

tion of public policies and the training of health professionals to deal with elderly people 

who abuse alcohol, from primary care, where elderly patients are dealt with in their family 

context, to emergency services and Psychosocial Care Centers. The biggest challenge is to 

minimize the risk factors to which the individual is exposed.

As this was a survey involving elderly people, there may have been biases, such as in the 

data collection process, which may have underestimated the obtained results. It is recom-

mended that further studies be carried out with subjects in rehabilitation services and in 

other contexts, with a view to expanding the observation of this phenomenon through TSR.
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Figure 1 – Dendrogram of the Descending Hierarchical Classification of the social representations of the elderly 
people about alcoholism. João Pessoa, Paraíba, Brazil, 2020.↖↖


