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O T H E R  voices ,  O T H E R  cho ice s

By Marjorie Howe, LCSW

One of the challenges of aging well 
is to adapt to the psychological 
changes that each phase of life 

presents. Adapting well will contribute 
to thriving in our later years rather than 
fearing a diminishing quality of life. People 
who have trouble adapting often present 
themselves to counselors for help.

By far, the most common complaints 
that mental health workers encounter are 
depression and anxiety. Across all age 
groups, these symptoms decrease quality 
of life more than any other. In the aging 
population, depression and anxiety can 
present slightly differently than in other 
ages, often manifest by physical and pain 
complaints as well as thinking problems. 
Depression is experienced as a failure 
to thrive: feelings of hopelessness and 
worthlessness, sleeping and appetite 
problems, confusion and focusing 
difficulties, and exaggerated symptoms 
of pain and physical distress. Depression 
in older adults will often complicate 
diagnosing physical problems and after 
physical symptoms are treated, can 
exaggerate the original problem. 

If you ask a group of older adults what 
distress they encounter most frequently in 
their life, they often respond with “loss.” 
Loss of mental acuity, loss of physical 
dexterity, loss of their peer group, and loss 
of numerous expectations that they took 
for granted at earlier times in their lives. 
Some adults have difficulty navigating the 
transition into retirement, others have anger 
over the loss of physical robustness, and 
others are very aware of the loss of mental 
flexibility, short-term memory, and other 
cognitive changes. Depression and grief are 

distinctly different; one is abnormal and one 
is a normal response to loss. Depression 
and grief can co-exist; both benefit from 
counseling.

Anxiety in older adults also exaggerates 
medical conditions: anxiety is experienced 
as a heightened sense of dread, worrying or 
ruminating thoughts, a loss of control which 
may or may not reflect reality, and irrational 
fear to stress. Aging adults often encounter 
situations that are outside their experience, 
creating rational fears that are beyond their 
coping resources. Across all populations, 
chronic anxiety and depression create 
susceptibility to substance abuse (alcohol 
and prescription drugs), sensitize a person’s 
response to physical pain and distress, and 

increase self-soothing behaviors often in the 
form of overeating and social withdrawal. 

Often family members will come to the 
counselor’s office to discuss the problems 
they have with an older adult who is not 
adapting well to aging. While learning how 
to cope with an aging relative or friend is 
always helpful, a counselor can only provide 
limited help in this situation unless the older 
adult presents for help. Treating depression, 
anxiety and other difficulties will help 
improve the quality of life for everyone 
interacting with the individual.

Facing challenges at any stage in 
life requires courage, flexibility and 
perseverance. When situations become 
overwhelming, however, it’s time to reach 
out for help. Counseling can truly help alter 
your quality of life. Often it cannot change 
the situation but it can provide resources 
and skills that make the situation better, the 
definition of adaptability. There really is no 
reason to live with fear and sadness; these 
experiences are changed every day for many 
people by trained and compassionate mental 
health professionals. h&h
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