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Overview of Depression & the 
Older Adult 

Education for Health Care Professionals  

Part 1: Defining Depression, Prevalence & 

Risk Factors  
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● Depression is a common mental disorder that causes people 

to experience a persistent low mood, loss of interest or 

pleasure, feelings of guilt or low self-worth, disturbed sleep or 

appetite, low energy, and poor concentration.  

● Depression is much worse than simple unhappiness. Clinical 

depression is considered a mood disorder. 

● Depression can affect anyone, from any culture, age or 

background but more older people are affected than any other 

age group.  

● Depression can be a serious medical condition and must be 

addressed immediately.  

 

 

 

What is Depression? 

(CAMH 2014) 
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● 14 - 20% of the elderly living in the community (in their own 

homes or in residential living) experience depressive 

symptoms 

 

● 12 - 45%  of older persons in hospitals experience depression  

 

● up to 40% of persons in LTC experience depression 

 

 

Frequency of Depression in Older People  

Prevalence studies suggest that:  

(Wiese, 2011) 
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There are several types of depression. The most common 

include: 

● Major Depression-severe symptoms that interfere with the 

person’s ability to work, sleep, concentrate, eat, and enjoy 

life. Some people may experience only a single episode 

within their lifetime, but more often, a person may experience 

multiple episodes. 

● Persistent Depressive Disorder-depression symptoms that 

are less severe than those of major depression, but last a 

long time (at least two years). 

● Minor Depression-depression symptoms that are less 

severe than those of major depression and dysthymia, and 

symptoms do not last as long. 

Different Types of Depression 

(NIMH no date) 
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Who is at Risk for Depression? 
Older persons are at the greatest risk for depression 

especially those who are or have: 

 ● Female gender 

● Widowed or divorced 

● Retired / unemployed 

● Experience isolation with few 
friends or family who can 
support them 

● Consume excessive amounts 
of alcohol 

● Have chronic medical 
conditions  
(e.g. Parkinson’s disease, 
stroke, heart disease, cancer, 
diabetes, arthritis), particularly 
if it is painful, disabling, or life-
threatening 

 

● Traumatic or stressful events, 

physical or sexual abuse, death 

or loss of a loved one, a difficult 

relationship, or financial 

problems 

● Blood relatives with a history of 

depression, bipolar disorder, 

alcoholism or suicide 

● Being lesbian, gay, bisexual or 

transgender, INTERSEX in an 

unsupportive situation 

● History of other mental health 

disorders, anxiety,  eating or 

post-traumatic stress disorder 

 
(Healthlink BC, 2017 and Mayo Clinic N.D.) 
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People whose history includes one or more of the following are at 

higher risk for becoming depressed and warrant increased 

attention:  

● past history of depression, suicide ideation or suicide attempt 

● family history of depression or suicide 

● cognitive impairment and/or dementia 

● a recent loss or bereavement 

 

It is important to note that women with a prior history of depression 

are more likely than men to have recurrent episodes of depression. 

 

Men who have lost their spouse or who are living alone with a lack 

of social support are also at higher risk for depression than their 

counterparts. 

 

Who is at Higher Risk of Becoming 

Depressed? 

(Mayo Clinic 2017) 
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There are a number of medical conditions that are associated 

with or contribute to depression in older people.  

Some are: 

● heart problems  

● low blood pressure  

● stroke  

● high or low thyroid activity 

● a lack of vitamin B12 or folic acid  

● rheumatoid arthritis  

● cancer  

● diabetes  

 

Illness Increases the Risk of Depression  

(Mood Disorders Ass. of Ontario.) 
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Depression is the most frequent cause of emotional suffering in later 
life and significantly decreases quality of life in older adults. 

Depression: 

● is the single most important predictor of suicide 

● is a leading cause of disability and prolonged hospital stay 

● is associated with increased mortality  
 

Depression can: 

● reduce compliance with medical treatments 

● co-occur with other serious medical illnesses and can make 
these conditions worse and vice versa  

● be sometimes wrongly interpreted as a natural part of aging 
because of the cognitive or mental changes that are symptoms 
of depression  

● be exacerbated by the side effects of medications taken for 
these illnesses 

 

It is Important to Recognize Depression 

(NIH Senior Health.  2014) (Blazer, 2009) 

8 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://www.mooddisorders.ca/faq/seniors-and-depression
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/depression-and-older-adults
https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/depression-and-older-adults
http://focus.psychiatryonline.org/doi/abs/10.1176/foc.7.1.foc118
http://focus.psychiatryonline.org/doi/abs/10.1176/foc.7.1.foc118
http://focus.psychiatryonline.org/doi/abs/10.1176/foc.7.1.foc118


12/14/2017 5 www.sageducation.ca 

Copyright © CSAH  2017 

● Older people are more likely to 

report physical complaints and 

less likely to report a depressed 

mood than younger adults. 

 

● Depressed older people may 

present with a “masked 

presentation”. They report 

physical complaints such as 

back pain or constipation rather 

than reporting mood complaints. 

 

What Older People Report to Their 

Health Care Providers… 

(Mood Disorders Association of Ontario) 
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The answer lies with the cultural beliefs of the older generation 
of today and that will hopefully change as mental health 
becomes less stigmatized for them.  

 

● Many older people were raised in a time when mental illness 
was shameful and misunderstood. Consequently, many older 
persons may not believe depression is a real illness, or they 
may be too proud or ashamed to ask for help. 

 

● Prior to the period of de-institutionalization in the 1960s, 
persons with mental health conditions in Canada were often 
institutionalized against their will. This fear of 
institutionalization, and the stigma of mental illness, persists 
today. Many older persons associate LTC with mental 
institutionalization. 

 

Why is Depression Difficult to Face? 

(Robinson 2014)  
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