
 

Older adults being overprescribed sedatives

September 26 2018, by Lesley Young

  
 

  

Benzodiazepines and other sedative-hypnotic drugs are frequently prescribed for
older adults to help them sleep. While these drugs may help in the short term, a
U of A family medicine physician says their long-term use provide very little
benefit and come with serious risks. Credit: University of Alberta

Older adults in Canada are being overprescribed benzodiazepines and
other sedative-hypnotic drugs with brand names such as Ativan, Valium
and Xanax, according to University of Alberta experts.

"These drugs are among the most frequently prescribed for older adults,
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often to aid with sleep, and while there are short-term pluses, the long-
term use has very little benefit and comes with serious risks," said Jean
Triscott, a U of A family medicine physician and founder of the U of
A's Division of Care of the Elderly.

According to a study the researchers published earlier this year,
benzodiazepines make up 20 to 25 per cent of inappropriate
prescriptions in the elderly, with rates of use ranging from five to 32 per
cent in community-dwelling older adults.

"We'd like to see public health awareness raised around the dangers of
benzodiazepines in older adults and for physicians to consider other,
much safer approaches to address sleep issues," Triscott said.

According to the Canadian Centre on Substance Use and Addiction,
older adults have the highest rate of prescription sedative use among all
Canadians at 15.6 per cent in 2015. The prevalence of prescription
sedative use is significantly higher among women, at 13.6 per cent, than
among men at 7.3 per cent.

One of the reasons for this higher rate in older women is that many
middle-aged women are prescribed sedatives to help them deal with hot
flashes and sleep disturbances during menopause, said Donna Manca, a
family medicine physician and professor in the Department of Family
Medicine.

"Although they are not the best option for aiding sleep for these women,
these women run the risk of becoming addicted to them and often
continue to use them into their senior years," she added.

Studies show that up to 50 per cent of doctors say they renew
prescriptions because of patient dependence and perceived benefit, said
Bonnie Dobbs, research director for the Division of Care of the Elderly.
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It is no longer recommended to prescribe a sedative-hypnotic drug to
treat insomnia or anxiety, according to Updated Beers Criteria for
Potentially Inappropriate Medication Use in Older Adults released in
2015 by the American Geriatrics Society, noted Triscott.

"Benzodiazepine use is associated with an increased risk of side-effects,
including a fivefold higher risk of memory and concentration problems,
fourfold increased risk of daytime fatigue, twofold increased risk of falls
and fractures and a twofold increased risk of having a motor vehicle
accident," Triscott said.

Because older adults don't metabolize medicine as quickly, sedative
drugs stay in their system longer, which can result in patients feeling
tired, weak and less alert.

"In addition, these drugs are addictive, so when you do stop taking
it—even with proper weaning instructions from your doctor—you will
have trouble sleeping and feel greater anxiety," said Triscott.

If you are taking sedatives at present, visit your doctor and discuss
alternative medicines, advised Triscott.

Alternative tips for getting better sleep

Don't read or watch TV in bed. Do so in a chair or on your
couch.
Try to get up in the morning and go to bed at night at the same
time every day.
Before going to bed, practise deep breathing or relaxation
exercises.
Get exercise during the day, but not during the last three hours
before you go to bed.
Avoid consuming nicotine, caffeine and alcohol. They may keep
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you awake.
Ask your doctor or nurse about using a sleep diary, which can
help you understand disruptive sleep patterns.
Check out the Sleepwell Nova Scotia website, which offers
online cognitive behavioural therapies to improve sleep.
See the brochure How to get a good night's sleep without
medication.
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