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DESCRIPTION
As our population ages, the prevalence of substance use 
disorders (SUDs) among older adults is on the rise. While often 
overlooked, SUDs in the aging population present unique 
challenges that require tailored approaches for prevention, 
detection, and treatment. Understanding the complexities 
of SUDs in older adults is essential for healthcare providers, 
caregivers, and policymakers to effectively address this growing 
public health concern. The aging population is undergoing 
a significant demographic shift, with the number of adults 
aged 65 and older projected to double by 2060. Alongside this 
demographic trend, there has been a corresponding increase 
in substance misuse and addiction among older adults. Factors 
such as retirement, loss of social support networks, chronic 
pain, and age-related changes in metabolism contribute to 
the vulnerability of older adults to SUDs. Several underlying 
factors contribute to the development and exacerbation of 
SUDs in the aging population. Chronic medical conditions, 
such as arthritis, cancer, and neurodegenerative diseases, may 
lead to the misuse of prescription medications, particularly 
opioids and benzodiazepines. Additionally, social isolation, 
bereavement, and retirement can trigger feelings of loneliness 
and depression, prompting some older adults to turn to alcohol 
or drugs as a coping mechanism.

Diagnosing SUDs in older adults can be challenging due to 
overlapping symptoms with age-related conditions, cognitive 
impairment, and stigma surrounding substance misuse in this 
population. Healthcare providers may overlook or misinterpret 
signs of SUDs, leading to delayed diagnosis and intervention. 
Routine screening for substance use, along with comprehensive 
geriatric assessments, is essential for early detection and 
appropriate management of SUDs in older adults. Treating SUDs 
in older adults requires a multifaceted approach that considers 
the unique needs and circumstances of this population. 

Pharmacotherapy may be complicated by age-related changes 
in metabolism and comorbid medical conditions, necessitating 
careful medication management and monitoring. Behavioural 
interventions, such as motivational interviewing and cognitive-
behavioural therapy, should be tailored to address age-specific 
challenges and goals. Social support plays a crucial role in the 
recovery process for older adults with SUDs. Engaging family 
members, caregivers, and community resources can provide 
encouragement, accountability, and practical assistance in 
navigating treatment and relapse prevention. Rehabilitation 
programs tailored to the needs of older adults, including 
outpatient services, day treatment programs, and specialized 
support groups, offer opportunities for peer interaction and 
skill-building in a supportive environment. Preventing SUDs 
in the aging population requires a proactive approach that 
addresses risk factors and promotes healthy aging. Healthcare 
providers can educate older adults about the risks associated 
with prescription medications and encourage safe medication 
practices. Screening for substance use during routine health 
assessments and implementing brief interventions can 
help identify and address problematic behaviours early on. 
Additionally, promoting social engagement, physical activity, 
and mental well-being can mitigate the risk of substance misuse 
and enhance overall quality of life. Substance use disorders 
in the aging population represent a complex and growing 
public health issue. As our population continues to age, it is 
essential to raise awareness, improve screening and diagnostic 
practices, and develop targeted interventions to address the 
unique needs of older adults with SUDs.
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