EDC Blog on Substance Misuse in Older Adults Page 1
a

Building a Supportive Environment: Strategies
for Preventing Misuse in Older Adults
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Patterns of Use Are Shifting

Following are some statistics on
the patterns being seen today:

€ Alcohol use and misuse in

older adults has been
increasing, particularly
among women. Alcohol-
induced deaths have gone up
as well. In 2020, alcohol-
induced causes were
recorded as the underlying
cause of death for 11,616
adults aged 65 and over.!

Although these deaths
comprise less than 1% of all
deaths in this age group, age-
adjusted death rates for
alcohol-induced causes have
been increasing since 2011
and rose by 18.2% from 2019
(17.0 deaths per 100,000
standard population) to 2020
(20.1).2

Cannabis use among older
adults has also increased
significantly in recent years.
Thisisduein parttoa
growing interest in the use of
cannabis to treat terminal
health conditions and
symptoms, common among
older adults.?

The number of adults over 65
hospitalized for opioid abuse
has more than tripled in the
last 20 years.*

Overdose rates for older
adults are increasing,® in part
due to misuse of prescription
drugs, especially
benzodiazepines and
opioids.t
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Why This Matters
I

Older adults have unique vulnerabilities. Use or misuse
of substances can create problems more quickly and
make existing health conditions worse. Increased
sensitivity to alcohol can increase risks for falls, car
crashes, or unintentional injuries.

Many medications interact badly with alcohol or
cannabis, and cognitive decline can contribute to misuse,
producing dangerous situations when substances such
as benzodiazepines and opioids are mixed.”

Life transitions such as loss of a spouse, moving, or
failing health in this population can lead to anxiety or
boredom and align with misuse and depression.
Loneliness in this population has consequences for well-
being as well as for physical and mental health—and even
for mortality.2
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How Prevention Specialists Can Take Action

So how do we as prevention specialists shift gears and respond to this
emerging public health issue? First, we need to understand what is
happening in our communities and consider developing new
partnerships that can work across sectors that engage traditionally
older adults.

Community engagement is important and can influence the equitable
scale-up of evidence-based practices with this vulnerable population.
The World Health Organization defines community engagement as “a

process of developing relationships that enable stakeholders to work
together to address health-related issues and promote well-being to
achieve positive health impact and outcomes.”?

Promoting the health and well-being of seniors will require us to work

at the community systems level. Through community partnerships,
we can strengthen support for older adults, identify and implement
programs and policy, and even re-orient health systems.

Final Thoughts

[ encourage prevention specialists working at all levels to prioritize
older adults as a population and build community capacity to
implement prevention across the lifespan. Check out evidence-based
practices designed for older adults, such as WISE on the National
Council on Aging website. Or download Community Engagement: An
Essential Component of an Effective and Equitable Substance Use

Prevention System from SAMHSA’s Evidence-Based Resource Center.

Learn more about
what we’re doing at
EDC regarding
substance misuse
prevention and stay
connected for updates
by joining our EDC
Solutions for the
Prevention

Workforce email list.
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Resources
Data

Behavioral health among older adults:
Results from the 2021 and 2022 National
Surveys on Drug Use and Health (SAMHSA
Publication No. PEP24-07-018).
https://www.samhsa.gov/data/report/older-

adult-behavioral-health-report-2021-2022

A day in the life of older adults: substance
abuse from Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration (SAMHSA)

Evidence-based Programs:

National Council on Aging
https://www.ncoa.org/evidence-based-programs

Administration for Community Living:
https://acl.gov/programs/strengthening-aging-and-
disability-networks/aging-and-disability-evidence-
based-programs

Wellness Initiative for Senior Education (WISE).
Wellness Initiative for Senior Education (acl.gov)

Registry guide, explore and filter for older adults:
https://pttcnetwork.org/products and resources/gui
de-to-online-registries-for-substance-misuse-
prevention-evidence-based-programs-and-practices/

Shaping a Social Isolation Strategy for Older Adults
Key Takeaways From a Multidisciplinary Convening
jahf sil report apr24 v8.pdf(nyam.org)
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