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Background

Falls are a significant cause of injury, morbidity and mortality in older people.  Recognised risk factors include frailty and prescription medications. The risks associated with alcohol consumption have not been well studied. We reviewed the relevant publications to determine if the evidence substantiated a relationship between alcohol consumption and falls in older people.

Methods

The literature review was undertaken between November 2006 and March 2007. We systematically searched the following databases: PubMed, MEDLINE, EMBASE, the Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, and the Cochrane Central Register of Controlled Trials. General internet searches were also made. 

The abstracts of 172 potential papers were read to identify those relevant to falls and alcohol in older people.  Descriptive studies were excluded.  Twenty studies, which met the inclusion criteria, were analysed. Sample size ranged between 75-32,382 in a variety of hospital and community settings throughout Europe and North America.

Findings

The majority of studies (15) were cross sectional.  Study methodologies in assessment of alcohol use varied: 14 were self-report, three utilised blood alcohol, and three extracted information from patient records. 

There was a positive association in 11 studies, of which five were statistically significant. One study demonstrated a statistically significant negative association, while two studies reported a non-significant protective effect; there was a possible association in six.

Conclusion

The differences in methodology, sample size, and settings make comparisons and definitive conclusions difficult. The apparent trend towards a relationship between falls and alcohol requires further investigation. 
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