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Aim 
To construct a longitudinal dataset of hospitalised 
Scottish drug misusers from routinely collected data 
and to use it to ask the following research questions: 

1. Do drug misusers who have periods of 
homelessness have a poorer survival rates 
than those who always appear to be ‘housed’? 

2. Is there evidence that the survival rates of 
drug misusers varies across the country? 

3. Is there evidence that the survival rates of 
drug misusers is improving or worsening 
overtime? 

 
Project Outline/Methodology 
Extracting Scottish Morbidity Records between 1986 
and 2001 (SMR - all admissions to Scottish 
Hospitals), where evidence of substance misuse was 
identified, and linking it to mortality records, a 
longitudinal Scottish drug misusers dataset was 
created. Within this dataset individual’s housing 
status was estimated. A person was defined as 
homeless if he or she was categorised as being of ‘no 
fixed abode’ at any hospital admission.  A statistical 
model was used to explore the survival of housed 
and ‘homeless’ drug misusers, living in different 
geographical regions, across time.   
 
Key Results 

•  The longititudinal dataset provided an 
effective means for researching those most 
severely affected by their substance misuse. 

•  There was a worse survival for those who 
were homeless. The difference became 
increasingly pronounced for those in their 
mid-20s and older. 

•  Significant differences in survival were found 
between different parts of Scotland.  
Particularly poor survival was a feature for 
those who resided in the NHS Tayside health 
board area at their first substance misuse 
admission. 

•  We found no evidence to suggest 
improvements for drug misusing cohorts 

overtime.  If anything, there was some 
evidence that the situation has worsened over 
time. 

 
Conclusions 
Survival chances for substance misusers are not 
equal, but differ depending on where they live and 
their housing status.  The survival chances of more 
recent cohorts may have deteriorated through the 
late 1980s and 1990s. 
 
What does this study add to the field? 
Our study has demonstrated a heightened risk of 
mortality for drug misusers associated with 
homelessness; this gap widens dramatically with age.  
We have also shown that survival rates may differ 
from one part of Scotland to another. 
 
Implications for Practice or Policy 
Our study suggests that housing may be important in 
addressing the most severe manifestations of 
substance misuse.  However, even taking into 
account homelessness, geographical variation in 
survival remains.  These differences may indicate 
that variations in practice and/or policy have 
influenced survival chances, although further 
research is needed.   
 
Where to next? 
Further development of the method would provide an 
opportunity to investigate substance misuse and 
homelessness in more detail.  Exploration of the 
potential to link routine data already available – such 
as maternity data and the Scottish Drug Misuse 
Database – would allow further research questions to 
be addressed, and in so doing extend the evidence 
base for effective practice. 
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