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Age-in-Place Senior Case Study:  

Benzodiazepine Impact  

Background  

In our 18-month update with Janet, she had 
been having difficulty sleeping. To address the 
problem, her physician prescribed a commonly-
used benzodiazepine drug to help her sleep.  
 
Unfortunately, the drug left her unable to 
function for all but two hours the next day. Her 
physician suggested taking it earlier in the 
evening, but that did not resolve the side 
effects, it only moved those ‘two good hours’ to 
earlier in the next afternoon.  
 
Because of the drug’s side effects, she was no 
longer interested in exercising or socializing and 
had no ‘good hours’ left after she ran errands 
like grocery shopping. Nonetheless, her 
physician pressed her to continue to take it and 
said she would need it the rest of her life.  
 
Whatever the initial cause of her sleep 
problems, the next-day fogginess kept her from 
being around other people and doing the things 
she loved. She didn’t exercise, visit antique 
shops, volunteer, see friends or engage socially. 
It was also harder for her to take care of her 
home and gardens.  
 
She decided on her own to stop taking the drug. 
With great resolve, over the course of a month 
she successfully weaned herself off of it. Her 
physician never knew because he retired during 
that time. Janet said it was a good thing or 
she’d have “read him the riot act” for putting 
her on the drug without exploring better ways 
to address sleep difficulties or explaining the 
side effects and risks.  
 
She developed a formula for sleeping better 
that includes getting enough exercise and  
 
 

 
dealing with anxiety and grief.  Exercise comes 
from tending her gardens when the weather is 
good, cleaning house when it rains and going to 
the gym.  She’s even signed-up for “senior 
games”, which required she learn how to use all 
of the exercise machines.  
 
Network-Informed Implications 
 

In the attachment, the mind map on the left 
shows her 145 connections, organized into six 
NetworkSage networks. Prior to taking the 
drug, she was not only living independently, she 
was actively engaged in a social life and as a 
community volunteer. She was also a very low 
user of health care services, seeing physicians 
only twice yearly to refill prescriptions for 
hypertension and hypercholesterolemia.  
 
The impact of the benzodiazepine side effects is 
shown on the map on the right, color-coded 
red. Some are connections she lost:  
 
▪ Resigning from eight community volunteer 

activities, including running a Soup Kitchen 
one day each week, being a library reading 
volunteer;  

▪ Terminating three enrichment activities, 
including reading groups and concerts; and 

▪  Stopping three physical fitness activities, 
including gardening and workouts. 
 

Some reflect the impact on others: 
 

▪ Her adult children and neighbors became 
caregivers, providing help to get groceries and 
medications, and to do chores and yard work. 

▪ The community lost her volunteer support; 
and  

▪ Neighbors lost her support when she was no 
longer able to drive them to physician visits at 
a medical center in a distant city.   
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 In addition:  
▪ She became a high utilizer of health care, with 

two physician visits per month and two 
hospitalizations within a two-month 
timeframe.  

▪ She became depressed and lonely for lack of 
social contact.  

 
Senior Living Implications  
 
There are alternatives to benzodiazepine 
medications that do not have the same side 
effects. In Janet’s case, the family sought a 
pharmacy consult and learned of Belsomra, a 
drug without similar side effects. Janet’s 
physician refused to consider it, however, most 
probably because it required he take additional 
steps to get approval from her insurance 
company.     

 
There are very real economic consequences for 
a side effect of this type: 
 
▪ Hospitalization and physician visit costs; 
▪ Medicare and the family;  
▪ Lost wages for family caregivers;  
▪ Lost volunteer support to community 

organizations; and  
▪ Costs incurred by neighbors for paid driving 

services.  
 
Longevity Issues and Implications  
 
The length of healthy lifespan has been 
extending – on average – by six hours per day 
for 150 years. Children born today are virtually 
guaranteed to live to be 100 and experts say the 
first person to live to be 150 has already been 
born.  
 
Evidence of their vitality is the $75 billion in 
volunteerism they contribute to the US 
economy.  
 
The need for seniors to remain healthy and 
independent has never been greater, as they 
live another 30-40 years of additional lifespan, 

without the support of large, close-by families 
and deep ties to social institutions.  Add to that, 
all forms of senior care are waitlisted and even 
those who can afford care may not be able to 
get it. 
 
Already 14 million seniors are “elder orphans”, 
aging with spouses or children; 25 million 
Boomers never had children. Those who have 
family may be “geographic orphans”, since 40% 
of adults live, on average, 700 miles from where 
they were born and raised unable, therefore, to 
provide hands-on help.  
 
Those family members who are employed and 
provide care cost employers 8% more for health 
and care and $44 billion for lost productivity. 
When family members leave the workforce to 
provide care, they lost $522 billion in wages and 
pension benefits.  
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