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Aging Americans are among the fastest-
growing group of marijuana users
Emily Gray Brosious 

May 23, 2017
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Marijuana is changing the healthcareMarijuana is changing the healthcare
landscape for senior citizens in the U.S.landscape for senior citizens in the U.S.
________________________________________________________

Cannabis use among older Americans has outpaced growth across other age groups in
recent years, and it may point to a rising trend in senior health care.

According to the United States Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service
Administration (SAMHSA), just about one percent of Americans over 50 admitted to
using cannabis within the past year in 2009. By 2012, that number had grown to 3.9
percent.

And a 2016 report from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) found
marijuana usage rates among Americans 65 and older jumped 333 percent between
2002 and 2014.
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“In states where cannabis is legal, I think it’s going to become a game-changer in senior
citizen care,” Linda Gilbert, head of consumer research at the cannabis-industry
market research firm BDS Analytics, told Extract in an interview. “I think it could be a
big thing in end-of-life care.”

To date, 29 states and the District of Columbia have legalized cannabis for medical use,
and eight states have legalized the drug for adult recreational use.

The increasing availability of products like cannabis-infused topicals, edibles and other
non-smokable forms of the drug may also be contributing to the growing acceptance
among older Americans, says Matt Kind, host of the popular cannabis-industry podcast
CannaInsider.

“There’s lingering stigma around the pyrotechnics of smoking cannabis,” Kind told
Extract. “But when you take away the smoke and the smell, and you make it an edible
or a topical, that stigma isn’t there.”

Gilbert says it makes a lot of sense that older Americans are embracing cannabis as an
alternative treatment for age-related health conditions.

“The side effects and consequences of opiates and narcotics heavily impact older
people,” and many would prefer to use a non-lethal, non-debilitating substance like
cannabis to subdue their symptoms, she said.

Gilbert’s research shows a significant portion of cannabis consumers are successfully
reducing their intake of pharmaceutical medications using cannabis.

A recent BDS Analytics survey of 1,200 people found 25 percent of cannabis users in
California reported decreases in both prescription drug intake and over-the-counter
drug use.

That’s a particularly relevant finding for older Americans, among whom emergency
hospitalizations for misuse of a prescription or illicit drug increased 78 percent
between 2006 and 2012, according to findings presented at the November 2016
annual meeting of the Gerontological Society of America and reported by U.S. News &
World Report. About 11 percent of that drug misuse was with opiates.

________________________________________________________
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Opioids like oxycodone and fentanyl are routinely prescribed for chronic pain
conditions, including arthritis, fibromyalgia, post-operative pain and lower back pain –
all conditions that older Americans are more likely to suffer than younger ones. And
according to the CDC, nearly 16 percent of Americans age 75 and older were
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prescribed at least one opioid painkiller between 2009 and 2011, far higher than the
national average of 8 percent among all ages.

Not only are older Americans more likely to take prescription and over-the-counter
medications, they are also more susceptible to the physiological effects and negative
health consequences of these medications.

Opioids are very effective at relieving severe pain for short periods of time, but long-
term use can be problematic. The analgesic (painkilling) efficacy of opioids decreases
after repeated and prolonged use, and patients often need to consume higher and
higher doses to achieve adequate pain relief.

Opioids can impact thinking, memory and balance and are associated with higher risks
of falls and fractures. All of these side effects are likely to be more pronounced among
older patients, who don’t metabolize drugs as well as younger people, according to a
2011 study published in the Journal of the American Geriatrics Society.

A growing body of evidence suggests cannabis may be an effective replacement for
opioid analgesics in many chronic pain patients.

A systematic review of 28 clinical studies on cannabis for the treatment of chronic pain
published in June 2015 in the Journal of American Medicine found the “use of
marijuana for chronic pain, neuropathic pain, and spasticity due to multiple sclerosis is
supported by high-quality evidence.”

As more states pass medical cannabis programs, Gilbert suspects the cost-benefit
analysis of cannabis versus opioids for treating pain in older patients will become
increasingly evident.

“Think about it,” she explained. “If an elder care center has someone taking narcotics,
and they slip and fall and break a hip, when all along they could have been using
cannabis instead of narcotics, that’s a liability for the medical provider.”

________________________________________________________
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*State medical marijuana information source links: The National Organization for the Reform of Marijuana Laws ,
Ballotpedia, Marijuana Policy Project, Ballotpedia, Ohio.gov, Marijuana Policy Project
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