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The United Nations 2017 report on World Population Aging predicts that the number of persons over
age 60 years will reach nearly 2.1 billion by the year 2050, representing 22% of the overall population.
Despite this predicted demographic surge there is a vast lack of awareness of substance use disorders
(SUDs) in older adults, a phenomenon that has been called “an invisible epidemic” by the Royal College
of Psychiatrists. Older adults, principally baby boomers, face the highest risk for SUDs?, but often go
underrecognized, undertreated and underrepresented in clinical trials.

Vaccarino et al in 2018* has put out a Call to Action to better serve the unmet needs of this population.
There is an urgent need for raising awareness and improving education regarding SUDs, especially
among older adults. There is also a great need for better training of health care professionals to improve
their skills, knowledge, and attitudes towards treating SUDs in older adults. Policy and decision makers
regarding health care delivery systems need to be better informed to make wiser decisions in order to
improve access and availability of age-specific SUD treatments in older adults. To this end, The
Canadian Coalition for Seniors’ Mental Health (CCSMH)®, with a grant from the Substance Use and
Addictions Program (SUAP) of Health Canada, has recently created and published an introductory paper®
and a set of four guidelines on the prevention, assessment, and treatment of alcohol’, benzodiazepines,
cannabis’, and opioid® use disorders among older adults.

This is Part 1 of a two-part presentation of CCSMH’s SUD guidelines highlighting the opioid and
benzodiazepine use disorders in older adults; Part 2, second presentation, will highlight guidelines
related to alcohol and cannabis use disorder in older adults.
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