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Older adults, especially those who are admitted to hospitals, are at risk
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for potentially dangerous side effects if they are taking multiple
medicines. Taking several medications at the same time is called
polypharmacy. Of special concern are benzodiazepine and non-
benzodiazepine sedative hypnotics. These medications, which include
lorazepam, clonazepam, zopiclone, and others, are often prescribed for
sleep—despite the fact that organizations like the American Geriatrics
Society recommend that they not be used as a first choice for sleep
problems, agitation, or delirium (the medical term for an abrupt, rapid
change in mental function). 

As many as one in three older adults receive sedatives while they are
hospitalized, and many are given new prescriptions for them when they
leave the hospital. This can put older adults at risk for falls, fractures,
problems with thinking and making decisions, and even death.

In a new study, published in the Journal of the American Geriatrics
Society, researchers looked at a way to help older adults taper off and
stop using sedatives. This was based on an earlier study that suggested
giving older adults the following:

an educational brochure outlining the problems that sedatives
pose
instructions for safely taking themselves off the medication.

In the earlier study, having this information helped 27 percent of older
adults stop taking the sedatives, compared to 5 percent who didn't
receive the information. The researchers then designed their study to test
whether a brochure called "EMPOWER," along with support from
healthcare personnel at the time of hospitalization, could help older at-
risk adults stop taking sedatives.

Sixty-two patients 65-years-old or older who had prescriptions for
sedatives agreed to participate in the study. The study took place at the
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Royal Victoria Hospital in Montreal, Canada. The study participants
received EMPOWER brochures and were encouraged to talk with
members of the medical team if they wanted to stop taking sedatives.
One month after their discharge from the hospital, researchers
interviewed the participants about their sedative use and the quality of
their sleep.

Participants were around 79-years-old. Nearly 70 percent were
moderately to severely frail, and 42 percent said they had a fall within
the past month. Frailty, a condition that affects 10 percent of people
aged 65 and older, can make older adults more prone to disability, falls,
hospitalization, and a shorter lifespan.

Among those who participated in the 30-day follow-up, 64 percent
successfully stopped taking sedatives. That's three times the number of
people who were able to stop before the EMPOWER program was
launched. What's more, 94 percent of the participants who stopped
taking sedatives said their sleep problems were about the same as when
they were taking medication.

The researchers concluded that the EMPOWER program was safe for
hospitalized older adults. They noted that future studies are needed to
see whether this kind of program could help reduce adverse drug events
(the medical term for serious side effects from medication) for frail 
older adults who take multiple medications for chronic health conditions.

  More information: Marnie Goodwin Wilson et al, EMPOWERing
Hospitalized Older Adults to Deprescribe Sedative Hypnotics: A Pilot
Study, Journal of the American Geriatrics Society (2018). DOI:
10.1111/jgs.15300
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