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Geriatric Depression; 

Not a Normal Part of Growing Older 

Cherie Warriner, LCSW 



What is Depression? 

• While it is normal to feel sad or ‘blue” on occasion, 
these feelings are often transient.   

 

• Depression is a mood disorder that causes symptoms 
that affect how you think, feel and function.   

 

• To be diagnosed with depression these symptoms must 
be present most of the day, nearly every day for at least 
2 weeks.  



Prevalence Among Older Adults 

• Depression is the most common mental health disorder among 

adults 65 and older 

• An estimated 1-5% of 65+ have been diagnosed with a major 

depressive episode 

• For more than HALF of older adults the dx of major depression 

is a new dx to them—meaning they haven’t been depressed 

previously (late onset) 

• More common among women than men, however this gap 

narrows in the older adult population 

• Lower rate of Major Depression than those younger than 65y.o. 

• Higher rate of sub-clinical depression among older adults than 

those younger than 65. 

• Highest rate of completed suicides among those 65+ 
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Two Common Types of Depression 

Major Depression  

• Symptoms of depression most of the day, nearly every day for at least 2 
weeks 

• Symptoms interfere with daily life—work, relationships, sleep, ability to 
function 

• An episode can occur 1x in lifetime but more often reoccurs several times 
throughout a lifetime 

Persistent Depressive Disorder (Dysthymia)   

• Chronic depressed mood that lasts at least 2 years 

• Accompanied by one or two other symptoms of clinical depression (i.e. low 
energy, low self-esteem, decreased appetite) 

• Thought to be a “low level” depression. 

• Think Eeyore 
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General Symptoms of Depression 

• Persistent feeling of sadness, hopelessness, inappropriate guilt 

and/or feelings of worthlessness 

• Loss of interest in previously enjoyed activities  

• Decreased energy/increased fatigue 

• Change in sleep pattern 

• Psychomotor agitation or retardation (observed by others) 

• Diminished ability to concentrate 

• Recurrent thoughts of death or suicidal ideation with or without 

a plan to commit suicide 

• Irritability  

• Change in appetite leading to a change in weight by 5% either 

way 
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How is Depression Different in Older Adults? 

Symptoms in older adults may be characterized by:  

• Memory problems 

• Confusion 

• Social withdrawal 

• Greater Self Neglect 

• Loss of appetite 

• Weight loss 

• Vague complaints of pain or malaise 

• Insomnia 

• Irritability/agitation  

• Delusions (fixed false beliefs) 

• Hallucinations  (psychotic depression) 
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Difficulty with Diagnosis 

Symptoms in Common 

• Decreased appetite 

• Changes in sleep patterns 

• Apathy 

• Withdraw 

• Psychomotor agitation or retardation 

Symptoms Mistaken for Other Illnesses 

• Dementias 

• Thyroid disorders 

• Arthritis 

• Cancer 

• Heart disease 

• Stroke 

Behaviors Misinterpreted 

• Symptoms may be less obvious 

• Persistent and vague somatic complaints 

• Help-seeking 

• Functional decline 

• Demanding behavior 
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Depression vs. Dementia 

SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS DEPRESSION DEMENTIA 

Onset Sudden Insidious 

Progression Rapid Slow 

Patient history Detailed Few details 

Effort on testing May be poor Usually good 

Memory Improves with cuing Impaired, cuing not helpful 
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Risk Factors 
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• Chronic Illness 

• Family or personal history of depression 

• Loss of family member due to suicide 

• Cognitive diathesis & age-associated neurobiological changes 

• Multiple Losses that accompany growing older 

• Multiple changes that often accompany growing older 

• Isolation 

• Social skill deficits 

• Limited set of coping skills 



Chronic Illness 
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People with 

Chronic Illness 
have an 

increased risk of 
Depression 

People with 
Depression have 
an increased risk 

for chronic 
illness 

<80% of older adults have one chronic illness 
<50% have at least 2 chronic illnesses 
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Chronic Illness—Direct Role in Causing Depression 

• Stroke 

• Parkinson’s 

• Dementia 

• Infections 

• Malignancies  

• Endocrine dysregulation 

Some illnesses 
cause changes 

in the brain 
and may have 
a direct role in 

causing 
depression: 
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Risk Factors—Depression Causing/Complicating Illness 

•Cardiovascular disease 

•Diabetes 

•Stroke 

•Dementia 

•Osteoporosis 

Older Adults 
with 

depression 
have 

increased 
incidence of: 

14 

Chronic Illness & Mental Health. (n.d.). Retrieved November 09, 2017, from 
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/chronic-illness-mental-health/index.shtml 

 



Chronic Illness—Medication  

• Beta blockers 

• CNS medications 

• Calcium channel blockers 

• Digitalis, Corticosteroids 

• Hormones 

• Anti-Parkinson agents 

• Respiratory or gastrointestinal medication 

• Certain cancer medications 

• Benzodiazepines 

• Interferon 

Medications used to 
treat illness can 
trigger a depression 
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How Depression Contribute to Chronic Illness? 

Reasons not clear 

Depression may play role in accessing healthcare 

Individuals with depression may have harder time caring for 
themselves 

Researchers are also exploring how physiological changes seen in 
depression may contribute to chronic illness 
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Other Risk Factors 

Family or personal history of 
depression 

Loss of family member due to 
suicide 

Cognitive changes & age-
associated neurobiological 
changes 

Multiple Losses that accompany 
growing older 

Multiple changes that often 
accompany growing older 

Isolation 

Social skill deficits 

Limited set of coping skills 

17 



Treatment 

Medication 

Psychotherapy 
(Talk Therapy) 

Exercise  

Electroconvulsive 
Therapy (ECT) 
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Barriers to Treatment 

Reluctance to 
taking anti-
depressant 

Side Effects to 
the medication 

Stigma 
associated with 

treatment 

Transportation Financial 
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