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Older Adults and Depression 

Learn the signs and find treatment. 

♦ Do you feel very �red, helpless, and hopeless? 

♦ Have you lost interest in many of the ac�vi�es and interests you 

previously enjoyed? 

♦ Are you having trouble working, sleeping, ea�ng, and func�on-

ing? 

♦ Have you felt this way day a#er day? 

If you answered yes, you may be experiencing depression. 

As you get older, you may go through a lot of changes—death of 

loved ones, re�rement, stressful life events, or medical problems. 

It’s normal to feel uneasy, stressed, or sad about these changes, but 

a#er adjus�ng, many older adults feel well again. 

Depression is different. It is a medical condi�on that interferes with 

daily life and normal func�oning. It is not a normal part of aging, a 

sign of weakness, or a character flaw. Many older adults with de-

pression need treatment to feel be+er. 

Types of Depression 

There are several types of depression. The most common include: 

♦ Major Depression — severe symptoms that interfere with your 

ability to work, sleep, concentrate, eat, and enjoy life. Some peo-

ple may experience only a single episode within their life�me, 

but more o#en, a person may experience mul�ple episodes. 

♦ Persistent Depressive Disorder (Dysthymia) — depression symp-

toms that are less severe than those of major depression, but 

last a long �me (at least two years). 

♦ Minor Depression — depression symptoms that are less severe 

than those of major depression and dysthymia, and symptoms 

do not last long. 

Do you know the signs? 

Depression may some�mes be undiagnosed or misdiagnosed in 

some older adults because sadness is not their main symptom. They 
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may have other, less obvious symptoms of depression or they may not be willing to talk about their feelings. 

It is important to know the signs and seek help if you are concerned. 

Depression has many symptoms, including physical ones. If you have been experiencing several of the follow-

ing symptoms for at least two weeks, you may be suffering from depression: 

♦ Persistent sad, anxious, or “empty” mood 

♦ Loss of interest or pleasure in hobbies and ac�vi�es 

♦ Feelings of hopelessness, pessimism 

♦ Feelings of guilt, worthlessness, helplessness 

♦ Decreased energy, fa�gue, being “slowed down” 

♦ Difficulty concentra�ng, remembering, making decisions 

♦ Difficulty sleeping, early-morning awakening, or oversleeping 

♦ Appe�te and/or unintended weight changes 

♦ Thoughts of death or suicide, suicide a+empts 

♦ Restlessness, irritability 

♦ Aches or pains, headaches, cramps, or diges�ve problems without a clear 

physical cause and/or that do not ease even with treatment 

Is it Grief or Depression? 

Grief a#er loss of a loved one is a normal reac�on to loss and generally does not require mental health treat-

ment. However, grief that lasts a very long �me or is unusually severe following a loss may require treat-

ment. 

Risk Factors 

Although most cases of depression are diagnosed in young adults, depression can occur at any age. Certain 

people are at a higher risk for developing depression. If you are an older adult, you may be at a higher risk if 

you: 

♦ are female 

♦ have a chronic medical illness, such as cancer, diabetes or heart disease 

♦ have a disability 

♦ sleep poorly 

♦ are lonely or socially isolated 

You may also be at a higher risk if you: 

♦ have a personal or family history of depression 

♦ use certain medica�ons 

♦ suffer from a brain disease 

♦ misuse alcohol or drugs 

♦ have experienced stressful life events such as loss of a spouse, divorce, or 

taking care of someone with a chronic illness 

How do I get help? 

If you think that you or a loved one may have depression, it is important to seek treatment. A person with 

depression cannot simply “snap out of it”—it is a medical condi�on that affects your quality of life. Depres-

sion can also lead to suicide, par�cularly if le# untreated, and you are more likely to develop a physical illness 

if you have depression. 

The good news is that, in most cases, depression is treatable in older adults. The right treatment may help 

improve your overall health and quality of life. With the right treatment, you may begin to see improvements 

as early as two weeks from the start of your therapy. Some symptoms may start to improve within a week or 

two, but it may be several weeks before you feel the full effect. 

 


