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Medication nation: new research shows nearly half of all older people now taking at least five medicines
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More and more people are relying on their daily dose of medication for long-term
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health conditions. Recent figures show that prescriptions for antidepressant
medications are on the rise with treatments for diabetes among the most commonly
prescribed. However, the greatest number of prescriptions dispensed in 2016 in
England were to treat hypertention and heart failure.
Maybe this last one isn’t totally surprising given that more people are living longer –
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into their sixties and well beyond.
People over this age are more likely to be taking a number of medicines, and our
recent research has found a large increase in the number of older people taking multiple medications.
These numbers have increased by over 400% in the past 20 years – with nearly half of all older people
now taking at least five medicines. Compare this with the 12% of people over 65 on this number of
medications between 1991 and 1994, and you can see this increase has been massive.

Pill popping
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Worryingly though, previous findings show that between a third and a half of all medicines for long
term illnesses are not taken correctly. And we found that the more medicines someone takes, the
more difficult it is for them to take them as recommended by the doctors.
In reality this means that some older people may struggle to remember to take these complex
regimens of medications – particularly if they suffer from any symptoms of dementia. And of course if
they don’t take the medicines properly, their illnesses may get worse or they may suffer nasty side
effects.

Organising medications can be difficult. Shutterstock

This is something of a growing problem – the NHS spends £300m every year on medicines that aren’t
taken, while so-called “medication-related adverse events” – which includes side effects and errors –
costs £750m annually. These side effects and medication errors are also believed to be responsible for
around 5,700 deaths every year.

Difficult pill to swallow
Older people may also find taking lots of different medicines very stressful which then makes them
anxious and fearful. This is particularly the case for people with dementia – when a person may
struggle to remember to take their medication. In such cases a person’s husband or wife may have to
take over the role of giving medication. And this can be particularly stressful and difficult, as they may
also have their own medication to deal with.
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This could easily mean that one person is handling ten or more different medications on a daily basis.
And this is when mistakes can happen – for example giving a laxative to someone who has diarrhoea
– which does happen.

NHS waste millions in unused medications

Of course, older people – like everyone else – want medication to improve their quality of life. But due
to side effects, errors and the stress associated with taking lots of different tablets, being prescribed
many different medications may actually worsen a person’s quality of life. It is hardly surprising then
that so many people don’t take the medicines as recommended by their doctor.
There is also evidence that all these medicines may not always be needed. This is because many longterm treatments take years to show any benefits. And the benefits of prescribing such long term
preventative medicines in someone over eighty may be questionable.

Over-medicated
Part of the problem is that guidelines for clinical staff tend to focus on a single disease and need to be
applied flexibly to older people with many diseases. Then there is also the issue that clinical trials tend
to be conducted in younger people with single diseases – not on older people with many diseases –
who are also taking many medicines.
In this way clinical trials are a bit like a “best case scenario”. They are primarily designed to show
whether or not the medication works in the rarefied clinical trial environment, not whether the
benefits from the medication outweigh the risks in the “real world”.
Ultimately, what this all shows is that while modern pharmaceuticals bring many benefits and extend
life, this comes at a cost. Taking lots of medicine increases the risk of side effects and mistakes, and
can be very stressful for older people and any family.
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It is clear then that going forward, with the ageing population continuing to grow, there must be more
of a focus on quality of life. This is important because it would seem there is a serious issue with overprescription, which at times can be counterproductive.
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