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• Overview of older adults with behavioral health issues as 
related to crisis management

• Overview of a crisis intervention model for older adults

• Working with older adults in a crisis

• Recognizing unmet needs

• Providing ongoing digital support and maintaining recovery

Agenda 



Meet Sophia 

Mehra, A. et al. (2020). A crisis for elderly with mental disorders: Relapse of symptoms due 
to heightened anxiety due to COVID-19. Asian journal of psychiatry, 51, 102114. Advance 
online publication. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajp.2020.102114









• Older adults are more likely than people of other ages to 
develop serious illness if they contract coronavirus. Due to 
their increased vulnerability to the virus, it is especially 
important for this population to practice social distancing, 
among other safety measures. 

These measures may limit their interactions with caregivers 
and loved ones, which could lead to increased feelings of 
loneliness and anxiety, in addition to general feelings of 
uncertainty and fear due to the pandemic. 

COVID-19 







Descalation Techniques 



Have A Script

Practice responding to different 
concerns; it might even help to 

have a script prepared 





Avoid Putting People On-
Hold



Listen, Listen, Listen, and 
Listen Some More



Look and Listen to Identify Challenges 

15

Physical Health Mental 
Health

Substance Use

Hallucinations Dehydration; brain cancer; 
vision or hearing loss;  
Alzheimer’s disease; Lewy Body 
Dementia; Parkinson’s disease 

Bipolar disorder; 
PTSD; 
schizophrenia

Withdrawal; illegal 
drugs; prescription 
medicine side 
effect/interaction

Sudden memory 
loss or confusion

Urinary tract infection; stroke; 
age-related change in memory; 
thyroid disease; poisons; 
Alzheimer’s disease

Depression;
schizophrenia

Alcohol withdrawal; 
prescription medicine 
side 
effect/interaction

Falls Medication side effect/ 
interaction; age-related muscle
loss; Parkinson’s disease; Lewy 
Body Dementia 

Medication side 
effect/ 
interaction

Intoxication;
prescription medicine 
side effect/ 
interaction

Weakness/
lethargy

Low blood pressure; chronic
pain; dehydration; age-related 
muscle loss 

Depression; 
anxiety; bipolar 
disorder

Overdose; Illegal 
drugs; prescription 
medicine side 
effect/interaction

Personality 
changes

Poor sleep; poor nutrition; 
urinary tract infections; 
constipation 

Depression;
dementia;
bipolar disorder

Alcohol; illegal drugs; 
prescription medicine 
side 
effect/interaction

Social Health

Loss of loved one

Abuse, neglect; Loss 
of loved one; stress

Abuse, neglect; Loss 
of loved one

Lack of food; Loss of 
loved one; loneliness, 
isolation; stress 

Abuse, neglect; Loss 
of loved one; loss of 
job; stress



Look for Cues



Listen for Cues
• Arguments with people in home
• Nonsequential thoughts
• Change of noise level, tone, speech rate when another 

person is close
• Noise level 
• Tone
• Speech rate



R O L E  P L AY:  
L I S T E N I N G  
F O R  C U E S



Their Reality is Their Reality



R O L E  P L AY



If opportunity, give them time



Remember, they can hear you 
and feel your emotions…

#1 
#2

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-hMZJEUteGM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yIbnP93E3t4


Older adult experience of 
trauma is different than 

younger adults 



Use proper form of address like Mr. 
or Mrs/Ms. 

Avoid interrupting. Older adults may 
have trouble following rapid-fire 
questioning. 

Speak slowly 
and wait for response 

Note potential challenges related to 
memory, hearing, vision, mobility, 
cognition 

How to Talk with Older Adults



R O L E  P L AY:  
S P E A K  
S L O W LY



When Should You Just Call 
the Police?

• Your safety is the #1 priority when in a crisis situation! 
• If the person is armed or claims to be armed, call 9-

1-1 
• If you feel unsafe or threatened call 9-1-1 
• Do not put yourself in a situation that forces police 

to act quickly by refusing to leave the person in 
crisis

• Be accurate and detailed, DO NOT exaggerate the 
situation to get a faster response















P R A C T I C E











True or False 

Older adults experience different symptoms of 
depression than younger adults 



True or False 

Depression will always happen as a person 
grows old 



True or False 

Depression is more common in older adults than 
younger adults 



True or False 

Depression is more difficult to treat in older 
adults than younger adults 







Interventions 
• Social distancing, personal protective equipment and virtual reality devices were introduced. 

Daily telephone reassurance calls, home delivery services, virtual and phone health care 
visits, and prevention education and news updates became a part of social work practice. 

• Social workers in residential facilities have faced a variety of challenges. With families not 
being able to visit, they have been forced to develop innovative ways for family visits from 
window visits to Face Time. 

• Developing meaningful activities that can be facilitated in the residents’ rooms or re-thinking 
how to offer group activities such as “Bingocise” with appropriate social distancing. 

• Providing daily updates on residents to family members has been a mainstay of social 
workers’ routines. These include a variety of digital approaches such as face time, 
whatsapp, skype, and zoom.

• Storytelling (e.g., Writing letters about their life has also been a way to communicate with 
relatives)







P R A C T I C E







Professionals







True or False

Most older adult abuse occurs in nursing 
homes. 



True or False

If an older person is being abused physically, 
it will be obvious.



True or False

Educated people don’t fall for scams.



True or False

If older people say they are not being 
abused, it didn’t happen.





Responses: Legal Issues
• Mandatory reporting laws: groups include health, mental health, 

and law enforcement; 

– successful reporting arises from collaborative efforts between 
agencies

– Family members are more likely to report abuse than health 
care professionals

• Legal services: orders of protection to remove abusers from 
home, guardianship of older adult, representative payeeships to 
safeguard income







Adult Protective Service Duties

• Determine whether there is sufficient information to warrant 
investigation

• Substantiate whether abuse/neglect occurred

• Assess older adults decision-making capacity about his/her care

• Evaluate what services are needed





Responses: Legal Issues

• Older adults can help themselves by completing documents such 
as durable power of attorney in anticipation of loss of capacity.



O N G O I N G  
S U P P O R T





Addressing Loneliness, Social 
Isolation, Stress

• Guided imagery 
• Progressive muscle relaxation 
• Diaphragmatic breathing
• Share your coping skills you use 



Addressing Loneliness, Social 
Isolation, Stress



R O L E  P L AY



R O L E  P L AY  G U I D E
• Be prepared with questions

• Ask questions clearly and slowly, giving the person time to answer.

• Repeat questions if necessary.

• Listen carefully to what the person says; don't interrupt or correct.

• Maintain eye contact. 

• If someone is talking about an unhappy experience, show that hear them 
(e.g. "That's very sad"). 

• Moments of silence or emotion is OK. 

• If the person doesn't want to talk about something, that's okay.

• An interview shouldn't last more than an hour. 

• Let them know you value what they've shared.



The Role of Family and Caregivers
• Coping skills training and reinforcement 
• Technology training and reinforcement 
• Problem-solving 
• De-escalation at home
• Observation of new challenges and unmet needs
• Facilitate communication with you and others (i.e., family, friends, 

medical staff, mental health staff)
• Fostering partnerships with new entities, such as local police, mail carriers, 

high school students and school bus drivers to pick up and deliver 
prescriptions, groceries, and home delivered meals for older adults

• Note: Train and support your collaterals, they will support you



Contact Information 
KAREN L. FORTUNA, PHD, LICSW
Assistant Professor, Dartmouth College 
http://digitalpeersupport.org/

Karen.L.Fortuna@Dartmouth.edu

http://digitalpeersupport.org/


•
Older Adults and Technology, January 20, 2021, 2-4:00p.m. ET.

Normal aging and technology
Trauma-informed digital communication with older adults    
Available technologies for older adults to support recovery

Accessing technologies for older adults
Training older adults how to use technology 

Older Adult Mental Health, January 27, 2021, 2-4:00p.m. ET. 
Using Technology to Connect with Older Adults and Address 

Mental Health Challenges
Depression and anxiety presentation in older adults

Suicidality in older adults
Dementia

Substance use in older adults
Alcohol use in older adults
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