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Substance Abuse Disorders Unique to the Elderly

Guideline for Additional Student Discussion

Discussion Assignment #1 — Prevalence & Confrontation

Show clip from the movie “Little Miss Sunshine” (it is in the 1st 10 minutes of the movie).  In this scene the family attempts an “intervention” with the grandfather about his cocaine addiction.  The grandfather basically ignores the family and states that at his age he has earned the right to do whatever he wants.  In the scene the family intervention is unsuccessful.  We later see in the movie that the grandfather dies from a drug overdose.

Questions for discussion:

1. What is your reaction to the grandfather’s response?  Should elderly individuals be left to their own “comforts,” including drugs and alcohol in the later stages of life?

2. If you were providing social work services to this family what other suggestions would you make about confronting the grandfather?

3. If given the opportunity how would you go about providing intervention or treatment to the grandfather?

Discussion Assignment #2—Assessment and Diagnosis

Have students read the article “Drug and alcohol referrals: are elderly substance abuse diagnoses and referrals being missed?” by Elizabeth McInnes & Janet Powell in the British Medical Journal, Volume 308, February 12, 1994.  In this article the authors investigated whether medical staff in hospitals correctly identified patients over age 65 who had drug and alcohol problems regardless of the medical problem or condition presented.  They concluded that medical staff diagnosed only 25% of problem users and only 10% of these users were referred to drug and alcohol services.  Although this research was conducted in New South Wales, many suggest similar potential outcomes in the US.

Questions:

1.  What do think are the reasons for the low rate of drug and alcohol misuse identified by medical staff?  

2. Why do you think that even when the medical staff correctly identified drug and alcohol misuse, they were still reluctant to refer the patient for drug and alcohol related services?

3. What role can medical social workers perform in changing this outcome?

Discussion Assignment #3—Intervention/Treatment

Have the students read the article “Community Interventions for Older Adults with Comorbid Substance Abuse: The Geriatric Addictions Program (GAP)” by Carol S. D’Agostino, Kristen L. Barry, Frederic C. Blow, and Carol Podgorski, Journal of Dual Diagnosis, Vol. 2(3) 2006. Available online at http://www.haworthpress.com/web/JDD.  

Questions:

1. Given the tasks in the stages in later life and what you know about substance abuse what are the components of GAP that may contribute to its success as an intervention with the elderly?  What about GAP facilitates change?

2. Some mental health practitioners suggest that substance abuse intervention to the elderly should be age specific while others suggest that mixed age interventions are just as effective—substance abuse is substance abuse.  Argue both sides of this debate.
Websites and Videos for class discussion—

For a complete list of websites and videos relevant to substance abuse and the elderly see:

Vinton, L., & Wambach, K.  (2005). Alcohol and drug use among elderly people.  In C. Aaron McNeece, & Diana DiNitto (Eds.), Chemical Dependency.  New York: Pearson.

Test Questions:
1. The National Institute of Alcohol abuse and alcoholism (NIAAA) recommends that elders age 65 and older have:

a.
no drinks of alcohol given other health problems related to age

b.
No more than 1 drink of alcohol per day


c.
No more than 2 drinks of alcohol per day


d.
Have no more than the same amount of alcohol recommended per day for other 

age groups.
2. Substance misuse is less prevalent among the elderly compared to younger age groups?


a.
True


b.
False

3. The drug most abused by those 65 and older is:


a.
Alcohol


b.
Marijuana

c. Nicotine

d. Prescription Medication

4. The second most abused drug by those 65 and older is:


a.
Alcohol


b.
Marijuana


c.
Nicotine


d.
Prescription Medication

5. Women are more likely than men to start drinking heavily later in life.


a.
True


b.
False

6. Which of the following is described as the best tool for screening alcohol abuse among older adults?


a.
The CAGE


b.
The MAST


c.
The AUDIT


d.
All of the above are equally effective in screening alcohol abuse among older 

adults.

7. Because of long term drinking exhibited by most elderly alcoholics, long term interventions are found to produce the most successful outcomes.


a.
True


b.
False

8. Which of the following approaches demonstrate effective outcomes in treating substance abuse among the elderly?


a.
Brief Interventions


b.
Task Centered Therapy


c.
Solution Focused


d.
Cognitive Behavioral

9. Why is substance abuse among the elderly often under or misdiagnosed?

10. Regardless of treatment what additional support services can social workers provide to older adults with substance abuse issues to enhance successful outcomes?

