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Too many dementia patients prescribed
potentially inappropriate drugs, study finds

November 29 2018
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Older adults diagnosed with dementia are frequently being prescribed
potentially inappropriate medications, which leaves them at risk of
delirium, worsening cognitive impairment, and increased mortality, a
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University of Otago study has found.

Lead author Dr. Sharmin Bala, of the Department of Preventive and
Social Medicine, is calling for improvements to prescriptions and regular
reviews to ensure safe prescribing.

The study, co-authored by Dr. Hamish Jamieson, of the University of
Otago, Christchurch, and Dr. Prasad Nishtala, of the University of Bath,
was published in the International Journal of Geriatric Psychiatry.

It consisted of more than 16,500 individuals who underwent an
International Resident Assessment-Home Care assessment in 2015.

About 13 per cent were diagnosed with dementia and, of those, 67 per
cent were found to be prescribed potentially inappropriate medications.

Potentially inappropriate medications are the prescribing of drugs where
the risk outweighs the benefit, and could also represent under-
prescribing of beneficial treatments, Dr. Bala says.

The study also found that 40 per cent of those diagnosed with dementia
were prescribed anticholinergic medications, which could be potentially
inappropriate to prescribe to such a cohort.

Anticholinergics are prescribed for a variety of medical conditions, such
as, for the treatment of overactive bladder, allergies, depression, and the
management of symptoms in Parkinson's disease. It is well established
that these drugs can cause impairment in cognition and exacerbate
cognitive decline.

"The prescription of anticholinergic medications is associated with a
higher risk of negative outcomes including risk of falls, delirium,
worsening cognitive function, and increased mortality.
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"The findings of the study indicate that the quality of prescribing needs
to be improved. It is also imperative that medications prescribed to older
adults with dementia, especially medications that have anticholinergic
side effects, are reviewed regularly by medical professionals to ensure
safe prescribing."

Dementia is one of the principal syndromes linked with disability and
dependence among older adults and is a major challenge to individuals,
communities, and societies globally.

The estimated prevalence of dementia in New Zealand was more than
62,000 in 2016. By 2050 the number is predicted to increase to nearly
170,000.

Prescribing medications for older adults with dementia is challenging
because of the risks associated with cognitive decline, behavioural and
psychological disturbances, multiple medications, and their associated
COSts.

Dr. Bala says a radical component of optimal therapy for older adults
with dementia is identifying and de-prescribing potentially inappropriate
medications.

"Safe prescribing in individuals with dementia has the potential to
mitigate critical adverse effects associated with the prescription of these
medications and improve the quality of life in this vulnerable
population."

More information: Sharmin S. Bala et al. Determinants of prescribing
potentially inappropriate medications in a nationwide cohort of
community dwellers with dementia receiving a comprehensive geriatric
assessment, International Journal of Geriatric Psychiatry (2018). DOI:
10.1002/gps.5004
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