Don’t Overlook Depression

Depression is a serious illness that affects the body, mood, thoughts, and behavior.  It affects the way a person eats, sleeps, and thinks.  Many people experience some level of depression as they age.  Depression often goes undiagnosed and untreated, especially for seniors, robbing them of living a fulfilled and happy life. 

Symptoms of depression can vary from person to person, but anyone who has been experiencing five or more of the following symptoms for more than two weeks should see their doctor.

· Persistent sad, anxious, or "empty" mood

· Sleeping too much or too little

· Change in appetite resulting in weight gain or loss

· Loss of pleasure and interest in activities once enjoyed

· Irritability, restlessness

· Crying too often or too much

· Aches and pains that don’t go away when treated

· Difficulty concentrating, remembering, or making decisions

· Fatigue or loss of energy

· Feeling guilty, hopeless, or worthless

· Thoughts of death or suicide

For the elderly, many of these symptoms are overlooked - perceived as a normal part of aging.  But in actuality, most older adults feel satisfied with their lives.  

There are several reasons that depression is so often overlooked in the elderly.  The side effects of many medications resemble symptoms of depression.  Feelings of sadness and hopelessness can be blamed on the loss of friends and loved ones—a common occurrence of aging.  Diseases such as Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s may cause lack of appetite, sleep disturbances, and lethargy, which are also indications of depression.  Be careful not to assume that these behaviors and feelings are simply a part of aging.

Depression is more likely to occur along with other medical illnesses such as diabetes, cancer, heart disease, Parkinson’s, Alzheimer’s, and following a stroke.  Recognizing and treating the depression in addition to treating the other medical illness may actually improve the outcome of the medical condition, making life more enjoyable for the person.  More than 80% of people with depression can be treated successfully with medication, psychotherapy, or a combination of both.

Caregivers also need to be aware of the risk of depression, as they carry a heavy load of responsibility.  They often sacrifice their own health and well-being in order to complete all of the day’s tasks.  Keep the following tips in mind as a way of steering clear of depression:

· Communicate your feelings with friends, family, a support group, or mental health professional.

· Set limits—don’t try to do more than you can handle.  Ask for help.

· Take care of your body—eat well, get enough sleep, and exercise regularly (20 minutes, 3 times/week)

· Maintain a good sense of humor.  Find humor in daily events.

Don’t overlook the seriousness of depression.  If you or someone you know exhibits the signs of depression, seek medical help.  Life can be enjoyable!
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