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Dear Assistant Secretary Delphin-Rittmon:

I write today to express my concern over the increasing rates of substance use disorders (SUDs)
among older adults and the challenges of collecting and understanding data on the issue.
Although the prevalence of SUDs tends to be lower among older adults compared to other age
groups, older adults are not immune to these issues, and the opioid epidemic is an evolving and
growing crisis.

Recently, the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration’s (SAMHSA) 2022
National Survey of Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) reported that nearly four million older adults
(nearly seven percent of all those over 65 years of age) had a SUD in 2022. Of those, 1.8 million
older adults had a drug use disorder and 2.3 million had an alcohol use disorder.' Mortality rates
from drug overdoses among people 65 and over have more than tripled between 2000 and 2020,
and alcohol-related mortality among this population has increased over the past several decades,
including by more than 18 percent from 2019 to 2020 alone.” The number of older adults needing
treatment for substance use has also tripled from 1.7 million in 2000 to 5.7 million in 2020.’
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Further, one in four older adults experience mental health issues, which often co-occur with
SUDs.*

Despite with these shocking statistics, the knowledge base regarding older adults with SUDs is
limited. There is less data, less research, and far fewer resources than for other populations.
Overall, there are three areas of understanding that would benefit from having more robust and
comprehensive data collection: (1) the scope of substance use disorders among older adults, (2)
the extent to which older adults are able to access integrated physical and mental health care, and
(3) the extent to which older adults are able to access wraparound and other social supports to
meet their unique needs.

First, substance use disorder among older adults is often underdiagnosed and undertreated, in
large part due to a lack of available data and research.” In order to better understand the scope of
this issue, it is critical to improve surveys and the survey process to gather more data. For
example, although the NSDUH is one of the most comprehensive surveys on substance use and
mental health trends across all populations, its sampling is less representative for older adults
than for other populations, as it does not include individuals in nursing homes or other
congregate settings in which older adults often reside.® Although other sources like SAMHSA’s
Treatment Episode Data Set (TEDS) can help expound on data in the NSDUH, very few older
adults actually seek treatment at substance use disorder treatment facilities and are subsequently
underrepresented in this survey. Therefore, I encourage expanding efforts to survey older adults
to provide both more insight into specific types of substance use among this population’ and to
be inclusive of settings where older adults may reside, including nursing homes and assisted
living facilities.

Second, older adults tend to be high utilizers of health care services and are more likely to
require services provided by different providers.® Increased substance use in this population is
associated with a concurrent increase in chronic medical problems, pain, polypharmacy, and
mental health disorders more than in other populations.” However, the data on the utilization of
services for older adults’ various conditions, including substance use care, typically remain
separate. This fragmented approach to data collection and understanding of older adults’ health
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statuses exacerbates the risk of underdiagnosis and undertreatment of SUDs in older adults. "'

Our understanding of SUDs and important comorbid conditions among older adults would
benefit from improved data collection on the extent to which older adults are receiving integrated
physical and mental health services.

Third, it is critical to improve data collection on the ecosystem of social services, such as safe
and affordable housing, adequate food and nutrition, and accessible transportation, that are
available for and utilized by older adults. This can improve understanding of how social,
economic, and environmental factors affect the overall mental health of older adults.'? Our
increased understanding will aid in designing wraparound supports for our aging loved ones and
their caregivers as they receive SUD treatment and prevention services in a way that best
supports long-term recovery."

As our aging population increases, SUD among older adults represents a growing crisis
nationwide. I am committed to ensuring that older adults are able to access the treatment and

recovery services they need. I look forward to working with you to improve data collection
efforts and better our understanding on how to best support older adults with SUDs.

Sincerely,

Robert P. Casey, Jr. & Wn
United States Senator wed States Senator
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