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Medication Optimization, or optimizing drug therapy, is an essential part of caring for an older adult. 
The process of prescribing a medication is complex and includes: Deciding that a drug is indicated, 
choosing the best drug, determining a dose and schedule appropriate for the patient's physiologic 
status, monitoring for effectiveness and toxicity and educating the patient about expected side 
effects and indications for seeking consultation. (1) 

 
Medication Misuse (2) 

 To misuse a drug is to use a drug for purposes it is not intended for.  

 Misuse involves not following medical instructions, but the person may not necessarily be looking 
to ‘get high’ from their use.  

 Signs of drug misuse may include taking a dose at the wrong time, forgetting to take a dose, 
stopping a medication too soon, accepting prescription medication from a friend and taking drugs 
for reasons other than what they were prescribed for. 

 

Medication Abuse (3) 

 Prescription drug abuse is the use of a prescription medication in a way not intended by the 
prescribing doctor.  

 Prescription drug abuse or problematic use includes everything from taking a friend's 
prescription painkiller for your backache to snorting or injecting ground-up pills to get high.  

 Drug abuse may become ongoing and compulsive, despite the negative consequences. 

 The prescription drugs most often abused include opioid painkillers, anti-anxiety medications, 
sedatives and stimulants. 

 

Medication Burden (4) 

 Medication nonadherence can be intentional when polypharmacy (many drugs prescribed) and 
high pill burden become overwhelming for patients.  

 Approaches to reducing the pill burden of polypharmacy includes eliminating medications that 
are not working or are potentially harmful, reducing dosing frequency and using fixed 
combination products. 

 Changing pharmacodynamics can make older people more sensitive to the adverse effects of 
medications, such as orthostatic hypotension with antihypertensives. 

  
Deprescribing 

• Optimizing medication through targeted deprescribing is a vital part of managing chronic 
conditions, avoiding adverse effects and improving outcomes.  

• The goal of deprescribing is to reduce medication burden and maintain or improve quality of life. 
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Why is this important? (1) 

 Avoidable Adverse Drug Events (ADEs) are the consequence of inappropriate drug prescribing. 

 Consider nonadherence and pill burden as possible reasons for sub-optimally controlled chronic 
conditions. 

 Reassess each medication for ongoing indication. 

 Engage other team members in managing symptoms such as pain. 

 Use once-daily dosing options instead of multiple daily doses. 

 Use fixed combination tablets where possible to reduce pill burden. 

 
Key considerations 
 Medications (prescription, over the counter and herbal preparations) are widely used. 

 Older individuals are at greater risk for ADEs due to metabolic changes and decreased drug 
clearance associated with aging; this risk is compounded by increasing numbers of drugs used 

 Polypharmacy increases the possibility of "prescribing cascades". A prescribing cascade 
develops when an ADE is misinterpreted as a new medical condition and additional drug therapy 
is then prescribed to treat this medical condition. 

 Use of multiple medications can lead to problems with adherence in older adults, especially if 
compounded by visual or cognitive impairment.  

 A balance is required between over- and under-prescribing.  

 The medication regimen should be tailored to the patient's condition and goals of care with 
careful consideration of medications that should be discontinued or substituted. 

 Beers Criteria information is available only to members of the American Gerontological Society 
(AGS), selected changes in the 2019 update include:  

o Avoid the concurrent use of opioids with either benzodiazepines or gabapentinoids. 
o Use caution when prescribing trimethoprim-sulfamethoxazole in patients who are taking 

an angiotensin-converting enzyme (ACE) inhibitor or angiotensin II receptor blocker 
(ARB), and who have decreased creatinine clearance, to avoid hyperkalemia. 

o H2-receptor antagonists may be used in patients with dementia and avoided in delirium. 
o Use caution when recommending aspirin for primary prevention of cardiovascular 

disease or colorectal cancer in patients age 70 or older due to increased risk of bleeding. 
o Avoid the use of serotonin-norepinephrine reuptake inhibitors (SNRIs) in patients with a 

history of falls or fractures. 
o Avoid the use of sliding-scale insulin regimens due to risk of hypoglycemia unless 

patients are also on basal or long-acting insulin. 
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