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MENTAL HEALTH & WELLBEING

This evidence theme on psychological approaches is a summary of one of the key topics identified
by a scoping review of mental health and wellbeing in aged care research. It does not include
therapies for people living with dementia as this theme is covered separately in our psychological
interventions in dementia care section and is available via the ARIIA website.

Key points

Psychological approaches provide people with the
opportunity to discuss their thoughts and feelings with a
trained professional to assist them with understanding and
coping with their daily life or negative events.

There are multiple psychological approaches that aim to
improve outcomes for older people, including cognitive-
behavioural therapy and problem-solving therapy.

In Australia, access to psychological services differs for
older people depending on whether they live in residential
aged care or in the community.

Not all psychological approaches are helpful for everyone,
and each person may need to try a few approaches before
finding what works for them.

According to six reviews, there are a variety of
psychological approaches that may be effectivein
reducing depression.

According to one review, there was inconsistent evidence
that cognitive behavioural interventions canreduce
anxiety symptoms among people living in residential aged
care.

What are psychological
approaches?

Psychological approaches (or therapies or treatments)
provide people with the opportunity to discuss their
thoughts and feelings with a trained professional to assist
them with understanding and coping with their daily life
or negative events. [1] Psychological approaches can be
used for a variety of mental health conditions (including
depression and anxiety) and can also be used to improve
overall wellbeing. Some approaches are outlined below.

Cognitive behavioural therapy

Cognitive behavioural therapy supports individuals to learn
structured problem-solving skills and encourages them to
consider their life events in a more realistic and adaptive
way. [2]
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Problem-solving therapy

Problem-solving therapy focuses on training constructive
problem-solving attitudes and skills to improve wellbeingin
the presence of stressful life events. [2]

Reminiscence therapy and life review

Reminiscence and its more psychotherapeutic version,
‘reminiscence therapy’ usually involve the older person
discussing their memories with another individual or

ina group. [3] Life review and life review therapy are
highly structured therapeutic biographical approaches.
They aim to cover the person'’s full lifespan and may be
most appropriate for older people with more serious
psychological conditions. [4] Reminiscence and life review
approaches are covered briefly below but also have a
specific evidence theme dedicated to them.

Psychotherapy

Psychotherapy is a structured, time-limited approach which
focuses on correcting dysfunctional beliefs to help people
cope with daily life or negative life events. There are several
types of psychotherapy, and some types may work better
for certainissues. [5]

Competitive memory training

Competitive memory training does not aim to change
negative thoughts, but rather to reduce the amount of time
the individual spends engaging in these thoughts. [6]

Who s likely to benefit from
psychological approaches?

Not all psychological approaches are helpful for everyone,
and each person may need to try a few approaches before
finding what works for them. [1]

Psychological approaches have been shown to improve
mental health and wellbeingin older adulthood. [7] Although
psychological approaches are preferred by older adults
compared to drug approaches such as antidepressant
medications, older adults are less likely to engagein
psychological therapies than younger people. [7] This may
be due to the misconception that low mood or depressionis
anormal part of ageing [8] or due to alack of mental health
services specialising in care for older people. [9]

In Australia, access to psychological services differs
depending on where people live. For those living at home,
access to psychological services is accessible through a
general practitioner with a Medicare-subsidised Mental
Health Treatment Plan. [10] Until quite recently, however,
access to these same services has been unavailable to
thoseliving in government-subsidised aged care facilities.
[10]
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Are psychological approaches
effective?

We found six systematic reviews focusing on psychological
approaches forimproving the mental health and wellbeing
of older adults. Psychological approaches can help to
improve multiple components of wellbeing or reduce

the symptoms of a variety of mental health conditions.
However, all reviews except one [11] focused on depression
only.

Overall, multiple psychological approaches appear to be
effective in reducing depression. These approaches include:

Cognitive behavioural therapy (includinginternet-
delivered therapy) [2, 5, 11, 12]

Problem-solving therapy [2]
Competitive memory training [2]

Reminiscence therapy (including group reminiscence)
[2]
Life review therapy. [5]

Two other reviews report that psychotherapy in general
isrelatively consistent in reducing depressive symptoms.
[13, 14] One review found that reminiscence therapy and
cognitive behavioural therapy have the most consistent
effect. [14]

Only onereview reported on anxiety symptoms among
older adults. Overall, there was inconsistent evidence that
cognitive behavioural interventions can reduce anxiety
symptoms among people livingin residential aged care. This
is because some studies report benefits to the approach,
while others do not. [11]

Evidence limitations

The reviews highlighted concerns about the methods used
in some of the studies. This reduces the degree of certainty
we might have about the effectiveness of psychological
approaches. For example:

It was often unclear if participants had a diagnosis of
depression or anxiety when the study began. [2, 11, 13]

Outcomes were measured using a wide variety of tools,
making comparison across studies difficult. [2, 11]

Studies varied widely in the type, frequency, and
duration of the psychological intervention, as well as
who was facilitating the therapy. This makes it difficult
to draw conclusions about what may work best. [2, 11-
13]

Some studies only had a small number of participants.
[2,14]

There was a lack of diversity among the participants,
with most people having relatively high education, and
being from a Caucasian background. [12]
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What can an individual do?

©® Befamiliar with different psychological approaches and
their benefits and potential limitations for older people
(see resources below).

® Gain more knowledge around signs of poor mental health
among older people.

©® Referorescalate concerns you may have about the
psychological wellbeing of an individual to a supervisor or
service manager.

What can the organisation do?

® Consider employing or contracting someone with
psychological expertise within the organisation.

® Ratherthan focusing solely on those with signs of
poor mental health, consider taking steps toincrease
the wellbeing of allindividuals in their care (e.g., by
supporting meaningful activities and implementing a
person-centred approach).

® Provideregular staff training about mental health and
wellbeing.

® Encourage collaboration between mental health
clinicians and other staff. Consider hosting case
conferences for individuals that staff may be concerned
about.

® Supportandencourage staffto approach management
with any concerns about individuals’ psychological
wellbeing.
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ARIIA - Level 2, Tonsley Hub, South Rd, Tonsley SA 5042

ARIIA was established as an independent, not-for-profit organisation, set up to lead the advancement of
the aged care workforce capability by promoting and facilitating innovation and research to improve the

quality of aged care for all Australians.
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