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MEDIA RELEASE                                                       18 NOVEMBER 2008
TAKING MULTIPLE MEDICINES CAN AFFECT THE 

INDEPENDENCE OF OLDER PEOPLE
Two recent Australian studies highlight the affect of taking multiple medicines on the individual and the community.  
Using a measure known as the Drug Burden Index, they assessed the impact of taking certain classes of medicines regularly on the independence of older Australians. The Drug Burden Index was developed by Associate Professor Sarah Hilmer, University of Sydney, Royal North Shore Hospital and ASCEPT member, with colleagues from the National Institute on Aging, USA.  

The medicines included in the study were antidepressants, antipsychotics that are often prescribed in dementia, over the counter antihistamines used for allergies, sleeping tablets and strong pain killers. 
Almost 2 million Australians have an adverse reaction to a medicine annually, with about half being moderate or severe and with 138,000 needing hospitalisation. 

On average, older people in the community take 3-5 medicines per day and 6-8 per day if they are in residential aged care.  Amongst older people adverse drug reactions are the 4th-6th greatest cause of death.   For every $1 spent on medicines for older people in nursing facilities, $1.33 is subsequently needed for the treatment of drug-related problems.  

Research conducted by one of Associate Professor Hilmer’s PhD students, Danijela Gnjidic found that older Australian men living in the community with a higher Drug Burden Index had poorer physical performance and function.
The second study conducted by another PhD student, Nicholas Wilson, looked at the Drug Burden Index in older people living in hostels.   The average drug burden exposure in these participants was more than triple that seen in those living in the community.  Once again, an association was seen between an increased Drug Burden Index and poorer physical performance.  
Prescribing for older people with multiple medical problems is complex.  Older people, particularly those with several diseases, are under-represented in clinical trials that assess the effects of medicines.  There needs to be further studies that look at the impact of medicines on the independence and physical performance of older people.    
Regular monitoring of the effects of medicines in older patients and review of all of their drugs is also very important.  Measurement of the risk of taking several medicines, using a tool like the Drug Burden Index, may allow patients and their prescribers to make more informed decisions about the possible effects of medicines.
Ends.
For further information or to arrange an interview contact 
Fran Hagon on 0405 066 022 or fhagon@ascept.org
ASCEPT is the professional and independent society in Australia and New Zealand
with expertise in the use and toxicity of medicines and chemicals
www.ascept.org

[image: image1.png]