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Objectives • Define the population: >60years 
old with SUD risk

• Explore some considerations 
unique to this cohort 

• Consider co-occurring 
conditions and the individual as 
a path to care and willingness to 
treat

My personal goal:

“If possible, try to find a way to come 
downstairs that doesn’t involve going 
bump, bump, bump, on the back of your 
head.”
—Winnie the Pooh



Who is the Older Adult?
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Definition : 
Functional Age

• “Functional age is distinct 
from chronological age and 
represents a combination of 
physiological, psychological, 
and social age.”…. In older 
adults, it is calculated by 
measuring a range of variables 
that correlate closely with 
chronological age, such as 
eyesight, hearing, mobility, 
cardiopulmonary function, 
concentration, and memory. 

https://dictionary.apa.org/chronological-age


Functional versus Chronological Age
“your birthday doesn’t tell the whole story”

• Functional 
• May be older or younger   

• Chronological
• Number of years since you were 

born



Prevalence of Substance Use Increasing in 
the Older Adult Population
• More common today than in 

past
• More than 12% of adults used 

illicit drug in the past year

• https://www.samhsa.gov/data/sites/default/files/reports/rpt4
5341/2022-nsduh-older-adult-info.pdfan

• Most common substances of 
misuse:

• Alcohol
• Prescription drugs
• Illicit drugs
• Marijuana
• Nicotine



Potential Individual risk factors
• Chronic pain
• Mobility issues
• Living situations/transitions
• Health concerns/chronic illness
• Grief/loss (family and friends)
• Social isolation, transportation
• History of SUD
• Retirement ( especially unexpected or forced)

Alex Kuerbis et al., Substance abuse among older adults. Clinics in Geriatric Medicine. June 14, 2014. 
Found on the internet at https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4146436/



Societal Risk Factors
Maine’s aging population

Geographic or social isolation

Housing shortage and financial strains

Increasingly potent and toxic substances reaching our state

Cannabis potency

Co-occurring mental and physical health concerns
Lack of Trauma informed care



Understanding the 
Individual

•  "Being seen is the first step 
toward healing."
• Marianne Williamson
•



The Power of  Active Listening

“If the person you are talking to doesn’t appear to be listening, be patient. It may simply 
be that he has a small piece of fluff in his ear.”
—Winnie the Pooh

Active Listening in Healthcare: Terms & Interactive 
Scenarios

Medical Scribe - Medical Scribe Certification ACMSO

https://acmso.org/medical-scribing/active-listening-in-healthcare-terms-amp-interactive-scenarios
https://acmso.org/medical-scribing/active-listening-in-healthcare-terms-amp-interactive-scenarios
https://acmso.org/
https://acmso.org/
https://acmso.org/




Example of a 
Challenge 

Often facing 60-70 year old



Retirement Timeline: not as simple as we might 
think

1. Vacation : about 1 year. I 
do what I want when I want 
to. I drink my coffee sitting 
on the porch

2. Lost: Who am I now 
without my routine, social 
connections,   power, 
purpose?

3. Trial and Error: Ok now 
let’s try this, and this. What 
do I want?

4. Happiness and 
reinvention ( folks may not 
get here). Best of all.



Selectivity and Focus 
Increase as we Age
We might not remember as much but we 
become more selective

Focus on things that might matter

We can use knowledge to remember 
information

We become more judicious about what we 
remember

Communicating distilled important 
information, adaptive selectivity

Change of focus, facts and emotions

Failure can help us remember

TEDxACCD  How We Learn as We Age. Alan Castel 



Fluid and Crystalized processing

• Fluid processing depends on cognitive processes that don’t 
depend on what you know i.e can you think logically? Ex: game 
concentration

• Crystalized processing: depend on knowledge and experience. Ex: 
crossword puzzles

TEDxUofM. Thad Polk, psychologist and neuroscientist. Aging: It’s not what you think 



How Aging Affects Processing

• Fluid processing declines with each decade 
starting at age 20

• Crystallized processing does not decrease and 
can increase.

• Procedural memory: vocabulary, languages also 
remains intact as we get older

• Emotional processing: improves as we age 



Good News

• Older people are generally 
happier and more positive

• Older age related to lower 
levels of psychological distress

•  

• Why?
• Greater sense of perspective 

on life
• Accept things we cannot 

change
• Focus on joy, look to the 

positive
• Brains continue to learn 

Charles ST, Rush J, Piazza JR, Cerino ES, Mogle J, Almeida DM. Growing old and being old: 
Emotional well-being across adulthood. J Pers Soc Psychol. 2023 Aug;125(2):455-469. doi: 
10.1037/pspp0000453. Epub 2023 Feb 27. PMID: 36848104; PMCID: PMC10330366.



Emotional Aging

• 65yo generally report greater life 
satisfaction than 20 yo, 

• Experience fewer negative 
emotions 

• Are better at resolving 
interpersonal problems

• Brain >60 yo reorganizes to use 
both hemispheres to process info

• New brain regions are recruited 
to process the information

• Aging Gracefully: compensatory brain 
activity in high-performing older adults. 
Roberto Cabeza et al. Neuroimage 17 
(3).1394-1402. 2002



Effective Care for chronic disease, including SUD 
treatment, has at its core, intrinsic motivation

• Extrinsic : from the outside
• Intrinsic: from the self



Not to forget the power of 
Mind Body Medicine evidence 

based therapies
• Intrinsic motivation

• Stress reduction

• Decreased anxiety

• Decreased pain

• Improved self esteem

• Positive effect to gene expression, telomere length and 
strength



Additional References and Resources

• https://www.samhsa.gov/data/sites/default/files/reports/rpt45341/2022-nsduh-older-adult-info.pdf

• APA Dictionary of Psychology

• Frangos E, Graf C, Samaras N. Functional Aging: Integrating Functionality to a Multidimensional Assessment of Healthy Aging. Curr Gerontol Geriatr Res. 2023 Jan 
28;2023:9409918. doi: 10.1155/2023/9409918. PMID: 36748046; PMCID: PMC9899138.

• Bachi K, Sierra S, Volkow ND, Goldstein RZ, Alia-Klein N. Is biological aging accelerated in drug addiction? Curr Opin Behav Sci. 2017 Feb;13:34-39. doi: 
10.1016/j.cobeha.2016.09.007. PMID: 27774503; PMCID: PMC5068223.

• TedX: Dr Riley Moynes EdD. Understanding the stages of retirement
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