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Overview of Substance 
Misuse & Abuse in the 
Older Adult 
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Education for Health Care Professionals 

Part 1: Understanding Substance 

Misuse & Abuse  
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Key Points to Consider >> 
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(Gossop, 2008; Canadian Institute for Health Information [CIHI], 2016; Conwell et al., 2011) 

● Changes due to the physiology of aging impact drug 

metabolism and effect. 

● Stereotypes may influence under-screening older adults. 

● Substance use disorders are often missed or 

misdiagnosed in older adults. 

● Older adults are more likely than younger age-groups to be 

taking multiple medications (prescribed and over-the-

counter). 

● Older Canadians have the highest rates of opioid 

poisoning hospitalizations. 

● Some of the experiences of aging (grief, isolation, 

depression, immobility) may increase older adults risk of 

developing substance use problems. 
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● Illicit drug users are aging and the 

number of older adults attending 

treatment programs are on the rise. 

● Older chronic drug users are likely 

to develop complex comorbidities. 

● Older adults who take abuse 

substances are more likely to suffer 

from mental and/or physical health 

problems. 

● Substance abuse among older 

adults may increase suicide risk. 

● The palliative care needs of chronic 

drug users may be challenging to 

address. 

Key Points to Consider  
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(Gossop, 2008; CIHI, 2016; Conwell et al., 2011) 
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● Limited research has been done to investigate the prevalence of 

substance use or abuse in adults over the age of 65 in Canada. 

● Around 10% of older adult drinkers experience alcohol related problems. 

● Statistics gathered from the Canadian Community Health Survey 

(CCHS), related to alcohol use in older men found that, “20% of men 55 

to 64 years, 12% 65 to 74 years and 5% over 75 years were considered 

heavy drinkers (5 or more drinks on a single occasion at least once per 

month in the last year).”  

● According to the Canadian Alcohol and Drug Use Monitoring Survey 

(CADUMS), the rate of older adults 65 and over using opioid pain 

relievers was 17.7% in 2011. 

● Wu & Blazer, (2011) reviewed epidemiological findings on drug use in 

Americans over the age of 50 years and stated that there is significant 

evidence indicating that in the decades to come more older adults will 

require substance abuse care. 

● With the aging of the “baby boomer” cohort it is expected that substance 

use and abuse problems will rise among the older adult population. 

The Older Adult & Substance Use 
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(McPherson et al., 2012; Wu & Blazer, 2011; SHRTN, 2011) 
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Abuse  of a substance is often 

interpreted as involving pleasure 

seeking rather than therapeutic 

effect. 

 

Misuse or Abuse? What’s the Difference? 
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(Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2011; Basca, 2008)  

Misuse of substances refers to not 

complying with prescribed usage, 

either knowingly or accidently and 

is associated with seeking 

therapeutic effect.    
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The World Health Organization defines substance abuse as: 
”the harmful or hazardous use of psychoactive substances, 

including alcohol and illicit drugs. Psychoactive substance use 

can lead to dependence syndrome - a cluster of behavioural, 

cognitive, and physiological phenomena that develop after 

repeated substance use and that typically include a strong desire 

to take the drug, difficulties in controlling its use, persisting in its 

use despite harmful consequences, a higher priority given to 

drug use than to other activities and obligations, increased 

tolerance, and sometimes a physical withdrawal state.”  

 

Defining Substance Abuse >>  
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(World Health Organization [WHO], 2017b) 
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The diagnosis of substance abuse according to the DSM-IV-TR 

specifies an abnormal pattern of substance use which results in 

clinically significant suffering or impairment that involves: 
 

(1) failing to meet major role obligations 

(2) repeated use during situations which put the individual at physical risk 

(3) legal problems related to use, or 

(4) enduring use in spite of social problems related to substance effects 

and 

(5) the individual does not meet the criteria for substance dependence 
 

 

According to Oslin and Holden (2002), these criteria are 

inadequate for diagnosing substance abuse problems in older 

adults and that for older adults the focus should be on frequency, 

patterns of consumption and quantity. (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2011)   

Defining Substance Abuse 
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(Oslin & Holden, 2002; Taylor & Grossberg, 2012; Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2011) 
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Older adults can become physically 

dependent on substances even without 

abuse or misuse and should be advised 

about abruptly ceasing consumption of 

potentially addictive substances.  

Abuse, Misuse and Dependence 
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(Basca, 2008) 
 

Certain substances can compound the effects of prescription 

misuse/abuse in older adults such as: 

● OTC drugs, some may have effects that have not been considered 

● consuming alcohol while taking medications can increase risks 

● certain nutritional supplements and similar products can have a 

variety of biological effects that can interact with prescription 

medications 
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The WHO defines dependence syndrome as suffering from a strong 

and at times overpowering desire to consume psychoactive 

substances which may or may not include prescription drugs.   
 

The DSM-IV criteria for substance dependence (previously referred 

to as addiction) includes at least three of the following at the same 

time over the period of a year. 

1. Tolerance 

2. Withdrawal 

3. Increasing consumption or using over a longer period than intended 

4. Enduring desire or ineffective attempts to control or cut down use 

5. Preoccupation with obtaining the substance, using the substance or 

recovering from substance use 

6. Abandoning or reducing social and recreational activities for substance use 

7. Continued substance use regardless of known physical and mental health 

problems resulting from or worsened by substance use 

 

 

Defining Dependence Syndrome 
(Previously known as Addiction) 
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(American Psychiatric Association, 2000; WHO, 2017a) 
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● “Tolerance and physical dependence can develop when 
prescription medications are taken for prolonged periods, 
even at appropriate doses, and withdrawal symptoms can 
occur if the drug is discontinued.” 

● It has been suggested that older adults experience 
withdrawal far worse over a longer period of time than 
younger adults and are at higher risk of having complications 
such as delirium.  

Physiology of Dependence Syndrome 
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(Gossop, 2008; WHO, 2017a; Seniors Health Research Transfer Network [SHRTN], 2011) 

“Dependence or physical dependence is also used in the 

psychopharmacological context in a still narrower sense, 

referring solely to the development of withdrawal 

symptoms on cessation of drug use.” (WHO, 2017) 
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● Often an individual’s substance use is tied to unmet emotional needs 

and attempts to feel better. 

● Many older adults who have prolonged substance misuse have 

experienced multiple acquired brain injuries that negatively impact 

their ability to make rational decisions. 

 

Psychology of Dependence Syndrome 
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(WHO, 2017a; SHRTN, 2011) 

Emotional 
Trigger 

Craving 

Ritual 
Substance 

Use 

Guilt 

“Psychological or psychic 

dependence refers to the experience of 

impaired control over drinking or drug 

use while physiological or physical 

dependence refers to tolerance and 

withdrawal symptoms. In biologically-

oriented discussion, dependence is 

often used to refer only to physical 

dependence.”  
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Types of Older Adult Drug Use/Abuse 
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(AddictionCenter, 2017; Bogunovic, 2012; Gossop, 2008; Taylor & Grossberg, 2012; Benshoff, & Harrawood, 2003 ) 

Early Onset / Hardy Survivor: 
• Individuals who have been using substances for a long 

period of time and have reached the age of 65.   

• These older adults tend to have more mental and 

physical health issues than late-new onset / reactors.  

• Illicit drug users are more likely to be early onset users.  
 

 

Late – New Onset / Reactors: 
• Individuals who begin to use substances late in life in 

reaction to stressful life events such as retirement, 

grief, social isolation, etc.   

• Aspects of aging such as declining health, mobility and 

the experience of pain and depression may also 

contribute to late – new onset  use.  

• It has been estimated that  late – new onset / reactors 

constitute close to 33% of older adult alcoholics.   

Differences in types of drug use /abuse might be echoed in drugs of 

choice 
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Drugs of Choice  
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(Basca, 2008; Educacool, 2016; Rigler, 2000) 

● “Prescription drug abuse is present in 12% to 

15% of elderly individuals who seek medical 

attention…experts estimate that the issue is 

underdiagnosed in seniors”. (Basca, 2008) 

 

 

● A 2012 study of Canadians over the age of 

65 found that 0.6% showed signs of alcohol 

dependence or abuse in the year prior to the 

study.  A number of experts state that the 

numbers are probably much higher than 

what research shows. (Educacool, 2016) 

 

● While cannabis use among youth tends to be 

a social activity, among older adults it is used 

for therapeutic affect for issues related to 

pain, stress and appetite. 
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Prescription Drugs of Choice  
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(Basca, 2008; AddictionCentre, 2017) 

Click on the drug names for more information about usage. 

Barbiturates 
Mephobarbital, Pentobarbital, Butalbital 

Opiates 
Morphine, Codeine, Oxycodone, Hydrocodone, Propoxyphene. Fentanyl, Hydromorphone 

Benzodiazepines 
Diazepam, Chlordiazepoxide HCI, Alprazolam, Triazolam, Estazolam 

Stimulants 
Amphetamine, Dextroamphetamine, Methylphenidate 
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Opioid Drug Use in Older Adults 
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(CIHI, 2016) 

● Older Canadians have the highest 

rates of opioid use compared to all 

other age groups. 

● They are also the most vulnerable 

age group in regards to opioid-

related harm and misuse. 

● “Opioid and related analgesics 

were the third most common drug 

class associated with adverse drug 

reaction – related hospitalizations 

among seniors.”  (CIHI, 2016) 

● Opioid use is typically related to 

pain management and age-related 

illness in those over the age of 65. 
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● In Canada, benzodiazepines were involved in 1 out of 5 opioid 

hospitalizations. This combination of drugs is particularly 

hazardous for older adults due to the risk of respiratory 

depression. (CIHI, 2016) 

● A report on drug use by older adults on public drug programs 

in Canada found that LORAZEPAM was the most frequently 

claimed drug from the Beers List.  Lorazepam is on the Beers 

list due to the risk of delirium, cognitive impairment, falls and 

fractures. (CIHI, 2014) 

 

Benzodiazepine Use in Older Adults 
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(CIHI, 2016; CIHI, 2014) 

Age Group Long-Term Care Community 

65-74 35.3% 13.2% 

75-84 31.6% 16.6% 

85+ 29.5% 19.3% 

Table adapted from CIHI (2014) 
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Alcohol and the Older Adult 
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● Older men are more likely to drink heavily 

than older women. There has been an 

increase in drinking among women. 

● Studies suggest that there is a 

relationship between having a higher 

financial standing and increased alcohol 

consumption. 

● Signs of heavy drinking include declining 

health, social withdrawal, memory 

problems, depression, anxiety, sleep 

problems, falls, lack of appetite and 

digestive problems are not uncommonly 

attributed to other causes such as normal 

aging or another illness. 

● A third of older adults who drink heavily 

began doing so after the age of 65. 

(Educalcool, 2016; Alberta Health Services, n.d.) 
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The Risks of Alcohol and the Older Adult 
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(Educalcool, 2016; Alberta Health Services, n.d.) 

 

● A normal part of the aging process includes changes in kidney, liver, 

cardiovascular system and in the ratio of lipids and water, resulting in 

lower body water and increased lipid content. 

●  Another important change that occurs is that alcohol dehydrogenase 

loses efficiency.  These changes result in older adults metabolizing 

alcohol less efficiently than younger adults increasing their sensitivity 

to the effects of alcohol. 

● Older adults should restrict their alcohol consumption to 2 drinks per 

day or 10 per week for women and 3 drinks per day or 15 per week 

for men.  
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Cannabis Use in Older Adults  
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(Rigler, 2000; Taylor & Grossberg, 2012) 

● There appears to be a relationship between cannabis use and 

certain mental health issues such as depression, bipolar 

disorder and schizophrenia but it is not clear whether drug use 

increases the risk of manifesting these issues or if the use is 

related to attempts to self-medicate. 

● Cannabis use has been shown to have negative impacts on 

individuals ability to respond efficiently to stimuli which is of 

concern regarding older adults’ driving performance. 

● It has been suggested that older adults may also have increased 

risks of cognitive impairment and delirium with cannabis use. 

● Cannabis exerts effects on the respiratory system and acts as a 

bronchodilator which can increase the risk of negative effects 

resulting from the high level of carcinogens in marijuana smoke. 

● The effects on the cardiovascular and immune systems may 

also be problematic for older adults. 
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● Bogynovic suggests that ageist 

stereotypes are a contributing factor to 

the lack of literature on illicit substance 

use by older adults. (Bogunovic, 2012) 

● Multiple sources suggested that illicit 

drug use is on the rise among older 

adults. 

● “As methadone and other maintenance 

programs become more effective at 

retaining patients in treatment and 

reducing overdose deaths, the number 

of older patients will gradually increase.” 
(Gossop, 2008) 

Hidden Epidemic?  
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(Bogunovic, 2012; Taylor & Grossberg, 2012; Gossop, 2008) 
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