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Overview of Depression & the 
Older Adult 

Education for Health Care Professional 

Part 4: Treating Depression 
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● Most people with depression (over 

80%) respond well to treatment and 

achieve a complete and lasting 

recovery 

 

● However, sadly, 90% of people with 

depression will NOT seek out the help 

they need, or their depression will be 

missed or ignored, thereby preventing 

beneficial treatment for mental health 

problems 

 

Treating Depression 

(CCSMH 2006) 
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Treatments for Depression 

The following are treatments that are available upon referral 

for psychiatric care: 

● pharmacological 

● psychosocial such as support groups, psychotherapy 

● Electroconvulsive Therapy (ECT) 

● Repetitive Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation (rTMS)  

 

If loneliness is causing the depression, medication alone will 

not cure the problem.  

(Robinson 2014)  
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Clinicians should refer to psychiatry services if the person has: 

● psychotic depression 

● bipolar disorder 

● depression with suicidal ideation or intent  

 

Additionally, individuals may benefit from a psychiatric referral if 

they have any of the following conditions: 

● depression with co-morbid substance abuse 

● severe depressive episodes  

● depression with co-morbid dementia 

 

Referrals for Psychiatric Care 

(CCSMH, 2006) 
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Is treatment different for older people? 

● Identification of depression, choice of appropriate treatment, 

titration of medications, monitoring of side effects, and adequate 

duration of treatment will improve outcomes for older people.  

● Generally, older adults are given lower dosages due to increased 

sensitivity to medication, lower metabolic rates, decreased 

absorption, increased confusion  

● Increased difficulty tolerating side-effects and increased potential 

drug interactions as older adults are often taking multiple 

medications for other medical problems. 

● It is important to note that many commonly prescribed medications 

are associated with depression or making depression worse such 

as blood pressure medications, Beta-blockers and steroids.  
 

Pharmacological Treatment:  

 

(Frank, 2014) 
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● Although medication is usually the primary treatment,  people 
can benefit from psychosocial and psychoeducational 
treatments, including: 

 Interpersonal therapy  

• Positive self talk 

 Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) 

• Self control therapy, social skills training, problem solving 

 Group therapy 

• May be professionally or peer led 

• Is especially effective in bereavement and chronic disease 
management 

 

Supportive Psychotherapy or 

Psychosocial Interventions 

(NAMI, 2012) 
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● Electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) is a relatively safe, well-

tolerated, and effective treatment for depression. 

● ECT has better treatment outcomes and fewer side effects 

than medications. 

● ECT is an alternative to pharmacological treatment for severe 

depression, particularly if the person: 

 has failed to respond to two antidepressants  

 is acutely suicidal – ECT may provide a quick improvement in 

symptoms for safety reasons 

 if the person is unable to take medications due to medical 

problems 

● ECT is recommended as a first-line treatment for psychotic 

depression with a recovery rate of over 80% and a faster and 

fuller response compared to medication. 

 

Electroconvulsive Therapy 

 

(Wiese, 2011) 
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● Repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation (rTMS) is a form 

of brain stimulation therapy that uses magnetic pulses instead 

of electricity to activate parts of the brain. 

●  rTMS is recommended only after medication and 

psychotherapies fail to work. 

● At least one round of prescription antidepressants in 

combination with psychotherapy is recommended before 

exploring the possibility of rTMS. 

● Repetitive TMS treatment might have a therapeutic benefit 

not only for major depression, but also for depression 

associated with neurological disorders, such as Parkinson's 

disease (PD) and stroke.” This treatment is not currently 

covered by OHIP. 

 

 

Repetitive Transcranial Magnetic 

Stimulation 

(Machado 2013) 
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Providing Care to Someone with 

Depression 

 Consult with others on the team  

for help with medications,  

therapies and ideas 

 Organize case conferences as 

needed  

 Monitor intended effectiveness 

and side effects of therapy 

 Develop an individualized plan 

of care  

 Instruct the person and families  

on what they should expect from 

treatments  

(National Care Planning Council)  

 

 Communicate by trying to 

instill a sense of well-being 

 Encourage optimism by 

reiterating that a resolution of 

symptoms is highly possible 

 Encourage person to share 

feelings in a supportive 

environment 

 Link with a suitable peer 

 Offer praise for 

accomplishments 

 Ensure access to belongings 

of personal value 
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Summary 

 Older depressed older people may present with a “masked 

presentation”: they report physical rather than mood 

complaints. 

 Older adults were raised in a time when mental illness was 

highly stigmatized and misunderstood. They may be too 

proud or ashamed to ask for assistance, or fear becoming a 

burden to their families. 

 Depression can and should be treated! 

 Grief and major depression can occur together, and there is 

clinical evidence that simultaneous depression may delay or 

impair the resolution of grief. 

 Depression and dementia share many similar symptoms: 

memory problems, sluggish speech and movements, and 

low motivation. It is important to rule out dementia or, if 

dementia is present, screen depression symptoms 

appropriately 
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