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INTRODUCTION

Research has shown that lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB)
young adults have substantially higher rates of substance use
compared with heterosexuals.1 Many have attributed these
higher rates to minority stressors including discrimination,
concealment, oppression, and stigma.2 Few studies, however,
have focused on substance use among older LGB adults. Older
adults are more likely to have chronic medical disease and take
prescription medications that can interact with substance use
and increase their risk for adverse events. Older LGB adults
may also have additional stressors including social isolation
and stigma around aging which may increase substance use
risk. The objective for this study was to use cross-sectional
data from a nationally representative sample of adults in the
United States to estimate the prevalence of substance use
among middle-aged and older LGB adults and examine their
risk of use compared with heterosexuals.

METHODS

We examined aggregated data from respondents age ≥ 50 from
the 2015 to 2017 National Survey on Drug Use and Health,3

an annual cross-sectional survey of a nationally representative
sample of non-institutionalized individuals in the United
States. We estimated and compared prevalence of past-year
use of cannabis (any use and non-medical use), alcohol, co-
caine, methamphetamine, and misuse of prescription opioids,
sedatives, stimulants, and tranquilizers between adults identi-
fying as LGB and heterosexual. Prescription misuse was de-
fined as using in any way not directed by a doctor, including
use without a prescription, use in greater amounts, more often,
or longer than instructed to take them, or use in any other way
a doctor did not direct.3 We also estimated and compared the
prevalence of alcohol use disorder4 and nicotine dependence5

between the two groups. Comparisons of prevalence estimates
were conducted using chi-square. We then calculated adjusted
odds ratios (aORs) for LGB adults’ odds of use relative to
heterosexual adults, controlling for age, race, gender, marital
status, and family income. We used weights (provided by
NSDUH) to account for complex survey design, selection
probability, non-response, and population distribution. We
used imputation-revised variables when available to limit
missing data.

RESULTS

The analytic sample included 25,880 participants with 2.5%
identifying as a sexual minority (with 1.5% gay or lesbian and
1.0% bisexual). Table 1 presents prevalence estimates and
logistic regression results for the 11 substance categories.
LGB middle-aged and older adults had a significantly higher
prevalence than heterosexuals for all substances examined
with exception of nicotine dependence. In adjusted analyses,
LGB adults age ≥ 50 were at higher odds of reporting past-
year non-medical cannabis use (aOR = 1.96, 95% confidence
interval [CI] = 1.36, 2.83), alcohol use (aOR = 1.33, 95% CI
1.06, 1.66), prescription opioid misuse (aOR = 1.66, 95% CI
1.09, 2.53), and prescription tranquilizer misuse (aOR = 2.39,
95% CI 1.31, 4.34) compared with heterosexuals.

DISCUSSION

Several studies show that rates of substance use are higher
among LGB persons compared with those among heterosex-
uals, particularly among adolescents and young adults. How-
ever, to our knowledge, our national estimates are the first to
focus on LGB adults age ≥ 50. Our findings confirm that
higher prevalence of substance use among LGB adults con-
tinues into later life, which may be related to the chronic
stressors of aging and LGB discrimination. This has important
and unique health implications as physiological changes of
aging along with increases in chronic medical diseases and
prescribed medications, place older adults at increased vulner-
ability to the harms of substance use.
Our analyses found a higher adjusted odds ratio of cannabis

use and prescription misuse of opioids and tranquilizers
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among older LGB adults. Cannabis use by LGB adults has
been shown to be higher for adults ages ≥ 18 compared with
that for heterosexuals,2 and our results confirm these differ-
ences among older adults. Misuse of prescription opioids and
tranquilizers (such as benzodiazepines) is particularly
concerning as it not only represents a highly risky behavior
for older adults, but also highlights the possible
undertreatment of pain or mental health distress.6 Substance
use adds complexity to caring for older adults, but especially
so for underserved vulnerable populations such as older LGB
adults who experience a range of health disparities and have
barriers to accessing healthcare.2 Prevention and interventions
for unhealthy substance use should focus on older LGB pop-
ulations to reduce harms and deliver culturally competent,
patient-centered approaches to care.
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Table 1 Past-Year Substance Use Prevalence Among Middle-aged and Older Adults by Sexual Orientation in the United States, 2015–2017

Heterosexual adults ages ≥ 50
(n = 25,217), weighted %
(95% CI)

LGB adults ages ≥ 50
(n = 663), weighted % (95% CI)

X2 p value aOR (95% CI)*

Cannabis use (any) 6.46 (6.07, 6.87) 17.70 (13.60, 22.80) < 0.001 2.21 (1.58, 3.08)
Non-medical cannabis use 5.45 (5.13, 5.79) 13.90 (10.20, 18.70) < 0.001 1.96 (1.36, 2.83)
Alcohol use 62.60 (61.7, 63.5) 70.60 (66.30, 74.60) 0.001 1.33 (1.06, 1.66)
Alcohol use disorder† 3.36 (3.10, 3.64) 5.29 (3.62, 7.67) 0.02 1.20 (0.78, 1.84)
Nicotine dependence‡ 6.48 (6.18, 6.80) 8.16 (5.98, 11.0) 0.15 0.97 (0.68, 1.38)
Cocaine use 0.65 (0.54, 0.79) 2.33 (1.21, 4.42) < 0.001 1.86 (0.88, 3.89)
Methamphetamine use 0.30 (0.24, 0.37) 0.79 (0.31, 2.04) 0.05 1.75 (0.63, 4.87)
Prescription opioid misuse 2.34 (2.15, 2.55) 4.72 (3.19, 6.94) 0.001 1.66 (1.09, 2.53)
Prescription sedative misuse 0.49 (0.39, 0.61) 0.93 (0.50, 1.69) 0.05 1.31 (0.65, 2.65)
Prescription tranquilizer misuse 1.07 (0.92, 1.25) 3.62 (2.11, 6.17) < 0.001 2.39 (1.31, 4.34)
Prescription stimulant misuse 0.27 (0.22, 0.34) 0.76 (0.30, 1.91) 0.02 1.85 (0.68, 5.02)

*Adjusted for age, gender, race, family income, and marital status. †Based on the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth
Edition.4 ‡Based on Nicotine Dependence Syndrome Scale.5 LGB, lesbian, gay, or bisexual; aOR adjusted odds ratio
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