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Do you work with people
over the age of 60?

Have you ever thought that a person
in your care might be at risk of developing
functional mental health problems?

Functional mental health is the medical term to
describe various conditions such as depression,
schizophrenia or bi-polar disorder. Mental ill
health often goes unrecognised in older people
and are more common than most people think.
As people get older, the symptoms are sometimes
mistaken for organic brain conditions such as
dementia, including Alzheimer’s disease.

How can mental health problems
affect older people?

Growing older brings many life changes. Everyone
deals with the changes associated with aging
differently. However, some older people find
situations such as the loss of physical health,
bereavement, isolation and adjusting to retirement
very difficult to cope with. Older people from
minority ethnic backgrounds can feel particularly
isolated due to cultural differences and feelings

of displacement.

These changes might result in the older person
feeling unusually low, feeling paranoid, feeling
unusually elated, depressed, stressed or anxious.
They may even talk about hearing voices. If this
is the case, the person may be suffering from a
mental health problem.

It's important that you are able to recognise these
symptoms and give appropriate support. In some
circumstances it will be necessary to seek specialist
professionals.

What are the signs to look out for?

An older person may say they are ‘fine’ when
asked how they are feeling. However, their
behaviour might suggest otherwise. If you notice
recent changes in a person’s behaviour or lifestyle,
this may be a sign that something is wrong.

Here are some things to look out for:
® changes in your mood

® hearing voices that are not heard by others,
or seeing things that are not visible to others

o feelings of guilt, shame and worthlessness

unusual irritability, tearfulness, agitation or
anxiety

loss of appetite, or eating more than usual
wakening early or altered sleeping

poor concentration

withdrawal and loss of interest in life,
including sex

o feelings of hopelessness or suicidal thoughts
Although mental health problems can be serious,

the majority of people can get better with the
correct treatment.

Encourage the person to talk about their feelings
Try to be a good listener. Speak to your line manager
if you feel it is appropriate.

Help the person to accept that this is a treatable
illness Keep reassuring the person that they can get
better.

Encourage a balance between regular exercise
and rest In some cases it may be helpful to
encourage social contact and reduce isolation.

Encourage a balanced diet Some people will not
feel like eating or will eat too much and may require
help with preparation of meals.

Encourage the person not to drink too much
alcohol Heavy drinking can make mental health
problems worse.

Take seriously any talk of self-harm or not
wanting to live Suicidal thoughts are a clear sign
that help is needed. Most people who feel like this
are relieved when someone asks about it, so don't be
frightened to ask. It's a myth that talking about suicide
makes it more likely that someone will carry it out.

Encourage the person to accept professional help
If the person has two or more of the common signs
listed above and their behaviour continues to cause
concern, you should:

o discuss with him/her the importance of seeking
professional help, this will usually be from their GP.

@ discuss your concerns with your line manager in
order that the appropriate professional help can

be identified.

® You could also tell the person about advocacy
services which can offer support to access services
and give information about a person's rights.



