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Objectives

Participants in this webinar will be able to: 

1. Identify trends in misuse among older 

adults including related consequences 

2. Describe factors that place older adults 

at risk 

3. List prevention strategies shown to be 

effective with this population 

4. List opportunities for cross-sector 

collaboration
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Population Specific Prevention

• The risks of substance misuse or addiction and 
the processes for prevention, treatment and 
recovery differ by gender, race, ethnicity, sexual 
orientation, age, and other factors.

• Risks are best understood in the context in which 
the influences of gender, race and ethnicity, 
culture, education, economic status, age, 
geographic location, sexual orientation, and other 
factors converge.

• Understanding group differences across 
segments of the population is critical to designing 
and implementing culturally responsive effective 
and targeted prevention programming.



Older and Growing – Numbers
Number of Older Adults, 1960-2040 (in millions) 
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2004a, 2004b, 2004c).



Older and Growing – Distribution 
Age Distribution of the Population, 1980-2040 
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2004a, 2004b, 2004c).



Older and Growing - Regional

Percent Change Among 65 and Older

Source: Vintage 2019 Population Estimates www.census.gov/programs-surveys/poptest.html

▪ Over half (29) of the states had a median 

age older than the median age in the USA 

(38.4 years), including six states in the 

Midwest.

▪ Based on U.S. Census data, almost 17 

percent of counties in the U.S. showed a 

decrease in median age between April 2010 

and July 2017. A few of these counties are in 

region 5, n Minnesota and Illinois.



Poll: Older Adults

How much 

knowledge and 

experience do you 

have with 

prevention focused 

on older adults? 

A. A lot

B. Some

C. A little

D. None



Type in the Chat: What images pop into your 

minds when you think about older adults ?  How 

would you describe them? 



Substance misuse in older adults is often overlooked and 

undertreated. In part, this is because of false beliefs among 

providers, professionals, and the general public that older adults 

do not develop problems or need treatment.



Trends

▪ Risky alcohol use

▪ Cannabis issues

▪ Illicit drug use

▪ Developing disorders

▪ Mental health  



Alcohol Use in the Past Year
Among Adults Age 50-80

Among those who drank …

10%

20%

27%

reported drinking while 

using other drugs

drank 4+ times 

per week

Had 6 + drinks on at 

least one occasion



Risky Alcohol Use

• Alcohol is the most widely used substance among older adults 
with substance misuse.

• Over a tenth of older adults in the United States are estimated 
to be current binge drinkers.

• Men were one and a half times more likely than women to 
have current or past alcohol related problems – such as injury 
due to alcohol consumption.

• Hospital admissions for mental disorders related to alcohol 
has risen by 21% over the past five years in people aged 50 
and over. 



Use of Cannabis

• The prevalence of cannabis use among older adults              
(aged 65 and above) for both recreational and medicinal 
purposes has significantly increased in recent years.

• Older individuals with psychiatric disorders are increasingly 
using cannabis, largely in the form of prescribed medical 
marijuana and cannabidiol (CBD).

• Older adults are using cannabis to treat common health 
conditions.



Trends in Past Cannabis Use

Source: Secondary analysis of adults 65 years

and older from the most recent 4 cohorts (2015-

2018) of the NSDUH.

Percent of Past-Year Cannabis Use

Adults 65+ in U.S., 2015 – 2018  (Percent)
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Trends in Past Cannabis Use

Source: SAMHSA, CDC 

Rate of past-month marijuana use, by age
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Trends in Illicit Drug Use

Source: CHHSQ Report, Short Report, A Day in the 

Life of Older Adults, May 2017

• Illicit drug use among adults aged 50 or 
older is projected to increase from 2.2 
percent to 3.1 percent between 2001 and 
2020.

• Some older adults may experience physical 
and mental health issues, social and family 
problems, involvement with the criminal 
justice system, and death from drug 
overdose.



Misuse Prescription Opioids and Benzodiazepines and Suicide

Source: NIDA Notes, Drug Use and Its 

Consequences Increase Among Middle-Aged and 

Older Adults July 10, 2019

Percentage of Patients  50+ Reporting Suicidal 

Thoughts in the Past Year 

No Misuse

Opioid Misuse

Only

Benzodiazepine 

Misuse Only

Both Opioid and 

Benzodiazepine 

Misuse

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

2.2

8.3

8.8

25.4



Trends in Overdose

Source: Multiple Cause of Death database from the 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

Rates of Opioid Overdose per 100,000                                   

Persons 55 Years and Older, 1999 to 2019
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Rates of opioid 

overdose deaths are 

increasing for older 

adults. Less is known 

about these deaths 

compared with those of 

younger adults.



Older and Vulnerable: SUD

▪ Substance use disorders (SUDs) among older 
persons are among the fastest growing health 
problems in the United States.

▪ Despite this, substance use disorders in the 
elderly remain underestimated, under identified, 
underdiagnosed, and undertreated.

▪ Older individuals are using illicit drugs and 
meeting criteria for SUDs at higher rates than 
previous geriatric cohorts resulting in 
substantial negative impacts on medical and 
psychiatric conditions.



Older and Vulnerable: SUD Continued

▪ Older adults with alcohol-use disorder fall into 
two groups, early onset and late onset, with two 
thirds of people falling into the early onset 
group.

▪ People in the early onset group have been 
drinking for many years, whereas those in the 
late onset group frequently have had a recent 
stressful life event: loss of a partner, retirement, 
or a new impairment affecting activities of daily 
life.

▪ Women represent a greater proportion of the 
late onset group than the early onset group.



Co-Occurrence 

▪ Dual diagnosis among older adults is a 
growing public health problem.

▪ One in 10 older primary care patients have 
depression, anxiety disorder, or at-risk 
alcohol use experiences active suicidal 
ideation.

▪ Mental health and substance use conditions 
in older people are associated with a wide 
range of negative effects, including emotional 
distress, functional disability, reduced 
physical health, increased mortality, suicide, 
high rates of hospitalization.



Older Adults and Suicide

• Suicide is an significant problem among older adults. 

• Suicide rates are particularly high among older men, with men 
ages 85 and older having the highest rate of any group in the 
country.

• Suicide attempts by older adults are much more likely to result 
in death than among younger persons. Reasons include:
✓ Older adults plan more carefully and use more deadly methods.

✓ Older adults are less likely to be discovered and rescued.

✓ The physical frailty of older adults means they are less likely to recover from 
an attempt.



Poll: Factors 

What 

factors 

place older 

adults at 

risk?

A. Increased sensitivity

B. Health problems

C. Loss and isolation

D. Mental health issues

E. Medications

F. All the above

23



Physiological Issues

▪ Physiological changes in hepatic 
metabolism that occur with aging affect 
the pharmacokinetics of both alcohol and 
other substances, leading to increased 
susceptibility to harmful effects.

▪ Older adults are more likely than younger 
people to have multiple chronic health 
conditions and to be using prescription 
medications that can interact with alcohol 
and other substances, putting them at 
increased risk for adverse consequences.



Medications

• Older adults constitute a unique, at-risk 
population for psychoactive drug use. As 
middle-aged cohorts enter later life, aging-
related health and psychosocial conditions 
can complicate drug use, and medical 
exposures to psychoactive medications 
can increase. 

• Prescriptions of psychoactive medications 
also may increase the user’s risk for 
nonmedical use, abuse, or dependence.



Complex Interactions 

At-risk Drinking

Cannabis

Illicit Drugs

Prescriptions

Alleviate

Trigger

Make Worse

DSM IV Mental Disorders

Other Conditions

Health Issues

Suicidal Ideation,                   
Plans, or Attempts

The interaction of physical health conditions, cognitive and functional 

impairments, and MH/SU conditions is a defining feature of the geriatric mental 

health and substance use fields and has critical implications for the workforce



Strategies

• Scant evidence regarding 
universal prevention 
programs targeted for older 
adults to abstain or reduce 
substance use.

• Some health education   
programs have been shown 
to increase knowledge 
regarding unhealthy alcohol 
use among older adults. 

• Health literacy



Strategies Continued

• Prescriber education 

• Medication management

• Motivational interviewing 

• Screening and brief 
intervention

• Training friends and                
family members 



Dispelling Myths;  Aging Quiz (Yes or No)

Y N Signs of alcohol or drug misuse in older adults are often 

mistaken for signs of aging or chronic illness.

Y  N Older people are more likely than younger people to admit to 

having a problem.

Y N When a person has been taking a prescribed medication for 

years, there is no reason for it to be re-evaluated just 

because the person is older.

Y N Older adults with drug problems have likely been using 

continuously since they were young



Dispelling Myths;  Aging Quiz (Yes or No)

Y  N More than half of all older people have memory problems or 

dementia.

Y  N Older adults residing in nursing homes don’t develop alcohol 

and drug problems.

Y  N Polypharmacy can lead to a change in mental status.

Y  N The body’s reaction to changes in medications remains 

constant with advancing age. 

Y  N If an older person says that a behavior is his/her last 

remaining pleasure, it is generally best to allow the person to 

continue as long as others are not being put at risk.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uyTnWqOkREg

CBS News on Binge Drinking

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uyTnWqOkREg


Prevention provide education

Prevention can provide a wide range of education                      
and resources to help older adults and their family or caregivers 

better understand the risk factors for, signs and symptoms of,           
and treatments and services available for alcohol misuse.

Trends in binge drinking prevalence among older U.S. men and women, 2015 to 2019 - Al‐Rousan -

2022 - Journal of the American Geriatrics Society - Wiley Online Library

https://agsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jgs.17573

https://agsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jgs.17573


Partnerships 

• State and city departments on 
aging 

• Health centers

• Senior services or centers

• Primary care

• Specialized workers (geriatric 
psychiatrists, gerontological 
nurses, geropsychologists, 
and gerontological social 
workers)

• Associations (i.e., American 
Geriatric Society)



The Handout

✓ Academic

✓ Data

✓ Risk Factors

✓ Strategies

✓ Other



Questions



Educational Resources



Screening Resources
Center for Disease Control and SAMHSA 



Academic and Data Resources



CASAT Resources

Older Adults And Substance Use Disorder: How Can Family, 
Friends And Providers Help?

https://casatondemand.org/2021/04/14/older-adults-and-substance-use-
disorder-how-can-family-friends-and-providers-help/

Addiction Among the Aging: SELF-PACED ONLINE COURSE

https://casatlearning.org/all/self-paced/addiction-among-the-aging-self-
paced-online-course

https://casatondemand.org/2021/04/14/older-adults-and-substance-use-disorder-how-can-family-friends-and-providers-help/
https://casatlearning.org/all/self-paced/addiction-among-the-aging-self-paced-online-course


NIH Resources

https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/facts-about-aging-and-alcohol

https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/facts-about-aging-and-alcohol


Thank You!
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