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In June 2019 the NYC Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH) issued 
a report on the health of older adults5.  That’s good news since it reflects serious 

recognition of the aging of the population of New York City and of the need for 
the field of public health to pay greater attention to the health of older adults.   

 
It’s also good news that the report notes that mental health is “essential to 

overall health and well-being”. Sadly, however, what the report includes on 

mental health is dreadfully inadequate. 
 

Of 25 pages on health issues, only one is devoted to mental health.  This despite 
the facts that 15-20% of older adults currently experience a mental disorder3, 6, 

that roughly 50% of Americans have a diagnosable mental disorder in their 
lifetimes7, that mental illnesses are among the most disabling and expensive of 

all disorders, and that mental disorders exacerbate physical illnesses and 
contribute to premature death and disability10. 

 
Remarkably, the report manages to squeeze discussion of 3 serious issues onto 

the single page on mental health—depression, suicide, and drug overdoses—
making observations that point in important directions for public health.* 

 
Unfortunately, by focusing on depression, the report gives a misimpression about 

the nature of mental illness among older adults.  Of course, depression is a 

serious problem among older adults, but several epidemiological studies indicate 
that anxiety disorders are more common than mood disorders2,8,11.**   

 
And, like depression, anxiety can have serious consequences contributing 

to social isolation, unwillingness to engage in activities, and rejection of 
needed help.  

 
In addition, older adults—like younger adults—are subject to psychotic 

conditions, including schizophrenia, which, though not common, are the most 
disabling of mental disorders4.   

 
* There is also a paragraph about alcohol use in the section of the report on health risks. 

 
** Some studies indicate that depression is more common than anxiety.6  Findings appear to 

depend on how “depression” and “anxiety” are defined in the studies. 
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Why the virtually exclusive emphasis on depression?  One reason is that data 

about other disorders apparently are not available through the sources generally 
used by public health departments.   

 
A more important reason, we suspect, is that in our ageist society old age is 

regarded as inherently depressing.  Who wouldn’t be depressed about the 
slings and arrows of growing old?  Depression must be widespread in old age.   

 
But it’s not.  The vast majority of older adults do not experience major 

depressive disorder, which—in fact—decreases with age among people living 

in the community2. 
 

To be clear, we are not arguing that depression should be discounted as a major 

problem among older adults.  It is a significant problem, and fewer than half of 
people who might benefit from treatment get it.  In addition, only about 

1/3 of people who get treatment get “minimally adequate” quality of 
care12.  Much improvement is needed in the geriatric mental health system to 

address major depression and other mood disorders.   
 

But improvement is needed to address anxiety and psychotic disorders as well. 
 

So, our first fundamental point is that the DOHMH report on healthy aging pays 
far too little attention to mental disorders other than depression.   

 
Our second fundamental point is that mental health has both a negative and a 

positive side.   

 
“Negative mental health” refers to mental disorders.  When addressing negative 

mental health, the goals are to effectively treat or prevent mental illnesses. 
 

“Positive mental health” refers to the achievement of well-being.  This is possible 
at all ages—including old age.  Aging well, in fact, is not just possible, but more 

common than not. 
 

Unfortunately, the DOHMH report on healthy aging does not provide any measure 
of psychological well-being among older adults.  For example, it would be useful 

to know how likely older adults in NYC are to experience life satisfaction and how 
this varies from neighborhood to neighborhood and from population to 

population.  Is life satisfaction more common in affluent than poor areas of the 
city?  Is it more common among whites than minorities? 

 

It appears that the data sources used by NYCDOHMH do not provide adequate 
information about life satisfaction. 
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In addition to life satisfaction, it would be more than a little interesting to know 
about other psychological contributors to well-being, including a sense of 

happiness, of meaningfulness, of security, of hope, of impact on one’s world, etc.   
 

Such an effort has recently been made in the United Kingdom, with interesting 

results, not the least of which is that “those aged 65 to 79 tended to report the 
highest average levels of personal well-being” 9.   
 
What needs to be done?  NYCDOHMH and other departments of public health 

should: 

 
• Develop more comprehensive sources of epidemiological data, taking care 

to avoid ageist expectations. 
• Pay attention to the full range of mental and substance use disorders and 

their impact on functioning. 
• Pay attention to well-being in old age and to the psychological and social 

conditions that contribute to it. 
 

We are very pleased that NYC DOHMH has focused attention on the health of 
older adults and at least touched on mental health and substance abuse issues.  

But it really needs to take a broader look at mental health as a critical component 
of healthy aging. 

 
 
(Michael B. Friedman is the Co-Founder and Honorary Chair for the Geriatric Mental 

Health Alliance of New York.  He served on the advisory committee for the DOHMH 
Report, with little impact.  He can be contacted at mbfriedman@aol.com. 

 
Jaclyn Nguyen is a medical student at Johns Hopkins School of Medicine.  She received 

her Bachelor of Arts in Spanish and Bachelor of Science in Human Biology from the 
University of Southern California.  She can be contacted at jnguye47@jhmi.edu.) 
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