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Learning objectives

1. Share facts about the problem of unnecessary or 
potentially harmful drugs in Canadian seniors 

2. Demonstrate why deprescribing is a potential solution to 
the overuse of medications.

3. Present deprescribing tools and resources available to 
help raise awareness of deprescribing and safe use of 
medications

4. Inspire you to become a medication safety champion!
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Why take medications?

• Necessary for health 
• Improving symptoms
• Managing chronic conditions (e.g. 

diabetes, high blood pressure, chronic 
pain)

• Prolonging life expectancy
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Why all the fuss about medications?
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How many meds?

Canadian Institute for Health Information. 2018. 
Drug Use Among Seniors in Canada, 2016.

What percentage of community-dwelling older adults take:

66%

27%10 or more different 
prescription medications?

What percentage of people over age 
85 take 10+ medications?

38%

5 or more different prescription 
medications?
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Older adults are a diverse group!

• Over 6.8 million Canadians are 
over age 65 (2020)

• Over 90% live independently in the 
community

• 56% report being in good health
• 20% of seniors are still in the 

workforce
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Muscedere et al. 2016. Screening for Frailty in Canada’s Health Care System: A Time for 
Action. Canadian Journal on Aging 35 (3).
Statistics Canada. 2020. https://www.statcan.gc.ca/eng/subjects-start/seniors_and_aging



As we get older

• We may need to take 
more medications to 
manage chronic 
conditions.

• The benefits and risks of 
medications may change. 

• Medications prescribed 
in the past may no longer 
be useful.
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Our body changes 
as we age

• The brain becomes more 

sensitive to drug effects

• Medications stay longer in our 

body because we have less 

muscle and more body fat

• Our liver and kidneys do not 

process medications as 

efficiently as when we were 

younger
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A high risk group



Serious impact of side effects

• Drug side effects cause between 6 to 12% 
of hospitalizations in seniors

• Over half are considered avoidable!
• A lot are never identified as such…

Marcum ZA, Amuan ME, Hanlon JT, et al. J Am Geriatr 
Soc. 2012;60(1):34–41. 
Chan M, Nicklason F, Vial JH. Intern Med J. 2001 May-
Jun;31(4):199-205.



What is polypharmacy?

Polypharmacy means taking multiple medications 
that do more harm than good. 

Polypharmacy increases the risk of harmful effects 
of medications, such as:
• Drug interactions
• Falls & fractures
• Memory problems
• Hospitalizations
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Polypharmacy also means…

Higher risk of forgetting medications or making 
mistakes while managing medications



 What is a prescribing cascade? 

A prescribing cascade begins when one medication is prescribed 
which causes an adverse reaction (side effect). Instead of a 
physician and/or patient understanding that this adverse reaction is 
caused by the medication, s/he may believe that these symptoms 
are a sign of a new health problem and then prescribe/take 
additional medications.
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 What is a prescribing cascade? (continued)

• Prescribing cascades can go on for years and can 
involve many different medications. The more 
medications we take, the more risks of harmful 
effects. 

• It is sometimes difficult to identify prescribing 
cascades – another reason for regularly reviewing the 
medications you take with your doctor or pharmacist.
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Two prescribing cascades 

Ibuprofen
(Advil) 

Stomach ache

Blood pressure 
increase 

(hypertension)

Amlodipine (high 
blood pressure 

medication)

Anti-reflux medication (PPI)

Leg swelling

Diuretic 

(water pill)

Diarrhea



Prescription medications are just one part of the 
equation!

Do you take any natural health products 
or over-the-counter medications?
• Natural health products include 

vitamins, supplements and herbal 
products

• Over-the-counter medications 
include commonly used medications 
such as Tylenol©, Advil© and Gravol©
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Both natural health products and over-the-counter medications can cause 
drug interactions and/or side effects.



What are risky medications?

• The potential risks of a medication outweigh the 
potential benefits.

• A safer alternative treatment for the same condition 
exists that is equally or more effective.
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Sleeping pills are a risky med

Help you fall asleep faster (but not that 
much faster!) 

– 14 minutes faster on average

But increase the risk of: 

19Glass, J, et al. BMJ 2005:331:1169

Falls & fractures Memory problemsMotor vehicle 
accidents



Sleeping pills affect our brain in different ways

Side 
effects

Coordination

Reaction 
time

Memory Attention

Concentration

Planning



Older Canadians who take at least one 
risky medication

Morgan et al. 2016. CMAJ Open; 4: E346-E51. 21

How many Canadians over age 65 take risky 
medication?

31% of men 

42% of women



Older Canadians who take at least one 
risky medication

Morgan et al. 2016. CMAJ Open; 4: E346-E51. 22

How many Canadians over age 85 take risky 
medication?

39% of men

47% of women



The cost of risky medication

$419 million
Canadians spend $419M 

per year on potentially 

harmful prescription 

medications. This does 

not include hospital costs.

$1.4 billion
Canadians spend $1.4B per year 

in health care costs to treat 

harmful effects from medications, 

including fainting, falls, fractures 

and hospitalizations.

Morgan et al. 2016. 
CMAJ Open; 4: E346-E51.
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How can we create large-scale change 
in medication use and safety? 



What can be done?

Deprescribing means 
reducing or stopping 
medications that may not 
be beneficial or may be 
causing harm. The goal of 
deprescribing is to maintain 
or improve quality of life.

Deprescribing must always be done as a team with 
your doctor, nurse or pharmacist.
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Reasons why seniors might consider 
deprescribing

• They don’t feel well and wonder if their 
medications might causing problems

• Doctors and family members are noticing 
problems and suggest medications might be the 
cause 

• Friends are deprescribing some meds after talking 
with their doctors

• Seniors are becoming more informed about safe 
medication use
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Why seniors may be reluctant to consider 
desprescribing

• They may have health problems affecting vision, 
hearing or decision-making

• They may lack the confidence to talk to their 
doctor or fear their doctor may be alienated if 
they raise the issue 

• They may be worried that stopping some meds 
will affect their health negatively 

• Medications are complicated – they may not 
understand what they are taking or why 
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What can you do?

Make a special appointment with your doctor, pharmacist 

or nurse to ask if you can reduce your medications.

71% of older Canadians are willing to stop a medication if 
their doctor says it is possible.

Always speak to your 
doctor, pharmacist or 
nurse before stopping 

any medication.

Sirois et al. 2016. Research in Social and 
Administrative Pharmacy (4):864-870
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Questions to ask your doctor, nurse 
or pharmacist

1. Why am I taking this medication?
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Questions to ask your doctor, nurse 
or pharmacist

1. Why am I taking this medication?

2. What are the potential benefits and 
harms of this medication?
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Questions to ask your doctor, nurse 
or pharmacist

1. Why am I taking this medication?

2. What are the potential benefits and 
harms of this medication?

3. Can it affect my memory or cause me to 
fall?
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Questions to ask your doctor, nurse 
or pharmacist

1. Why am I taking this medication?

2. What are the potential benefits and 
harms of this medication?

3. Can it affect my memory or cause me to 
fall?

4. Can I stop or reduce the dose of this 
medication?
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Questions to ask your doctor, nurse 
or pharmacist

1. Why am I taking this medication?

2. What are the potential benefits and harms of 
this medication?

3. Can it affect my memory or cause me to fall?

4. Can I stop or reduce the dose of this 
medication?

5. Who do I follow up with and when?
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What can you do?

• Inform yourself about your medications and why you are 

taking them.

• Engage in a discussion with your doctor, pharmacist or 

nurse about deprescribing options and alternate therapies.

• Spread the word about deprescribing to friends and 

family, advocacy groups and government representatives.

Ask questions, stay informed, be proactive, and 

participate in making informed choices!
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The Canadian Deprescribing Network

The Canadian Deprescribing 

Network is a group of : 

• Health care leaders

• Clinicians

• Decision-makers

• Academic researchers

• Patient advocates
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The Canadian Deprescribing Network

Goals:

1. Raise awareness and eliminate the use 
of risky medications for older Canadians. 

2. Ensure access to safer drug and non-
drug therapies.
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Become a medication 
safety champion !



Canadians are spreading the word!



Jerry Gosling, 
BC Old Age Pensioners Organization



National Pensioners Federation



Check out these free medication 
safety and deprescribing resources 



Medication Safety Toolkit

Available online at https://www.deprescribingnetwork.ca/

https://www.deprescribingnetwork.ca/


Do I still need this medication?

By: Insert you name, title 
and organization



Dropbox link to digital toolkit will be shared in the 
post-conference email

Contact us for more info: info@deprescribingnetwork.ca

Website: deprescribingnetwork.ca

mailto:info@deprescribingnetwork.ca
https://www.deprescribingnetwork.ca/
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