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- Practitioners must
recognize the
inextricable link
between glder
advults"mental and
physicalwell-being.

‘

: .
he importance of mental health to aging
well—the obvious fact that one cannot
age well without good mental health—is
frequently lost in discussions of older
adults’ physical health. This is a remark-

able omission because mental illness can have a

terrible impact on physical health. An older adult with

a chronic physical illness such as diabetes or heart

disease and co-occurring depression or other mental

disorder is at considerably higher risk for disability and
premature death than an elder with the same physical
illness without a co-occurring mental illness. In addition,
depression and anxiety disorders often express themselves
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through physical symptoms—stomach problems, headaches,

backaches, sleeplessness, fatigue, weight loss, or obesity.
One of the most common failures to recognize mental
illnesses such as depression and anxiety disorders occurs in
older adults diagnosed with dementia. In the early or
midstages of a dementia, such as Alzheimer’s disease, elders
are likely to also be depressed and/or anxious, and these co-
occurring mental conditions reduce already-compromised

16 aging well fall 2010

cognitivé functions. Treatment of depression and/or
" anxiety often results in improved cognitive func-
tioning even thBugh the dementia continues its
inevitable decline.

In addition, older adults with serious long-term
mental illnesses are at extremely high risk of a range
of physical disorders. Obesity, high blood pressure,
diabetes, cardiac disease, pulmonary conditions, and
infectious diseases, for example, contribute to the life
expectancy of these elders being shortened by at least 10
years and perhaps as many as 30 years more than the general
population.

In short, mental and physical health are inextricably linked.
Former U.S. Surgeon General David Satcher, MD, PhD, tried
to capture this relationship when he said, “There is no health
without mental health.” He might have added, “There is no
mental health without health.” This has important implica-
tions for the delivery of physical and mental healthcare at all
ages but especially for older adults who are, after all, more
likely to need care for physical health conditions than are
younger adults.












