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Depressive Symptoms
Overlooked in Elderly

B Y  K AT E  J O H N S O N

Montreal  Bureau

O R L A N D O —  Depression in elderly pa-
tients is easily missed by primary care
physicians, according to a new study.

“Sometimes family doctors don’t have
time to screen for depression, and patients
don’t put it out on the
table,” said Dr. Irene Man-
gani, who presented her
findings in a poster at the
annual meeting of the
Gerontological Society of
America.

“These people can be
helped with a lot of inter-
ventions for depression, not
just pharmacological inter-
ventions but also psy-
chotherapy and exercise.
And we miss these oppor-
tunities by not screening
them for depression,” said
Dr. Mangani, who is a geriatrician at the
University of Florence, Italy.

Her investigation included data from the
ICARe Dicomano Study, which enrolled
two waves of community-dwelling indi-
viduals, aged 65 years and older. The first
group was enrolled in 1995, the second in
1999. 

A total of 656 participants (mean age 74
years) completed the 30-item Geriatric
Depression Scale (GDS), and their scores
were compared with evaluations by pri-

mary care physicians who assessed the par-
ticipants for depressive symptoms.

Using a GDS cutoff of 14 or higher to
identify depression, the investigators
found that the prevalence of depressive
symptoms was 24% in the 1995 wave of
participants and 31% in the 1999 wave.
However, primary care physicians identi-

fied only a 14% prevalence
in the first wave and 11% in
the second wave.

“The GDS is not a diag-
nosis of depression. It is a
screening tool that identifies
depressive symptoms. But if
someone has a GDS score
higher than 14, they should
be asked about other symp-
toms of depression because
if they are depressed, this
condition can be cured and
can be dangerous if not tak-
en care of,” Dr. Mangani said
in an interview.

She said that depression in this popula-
tion has been linked with higher disabili-
ty and mortality rates. For this reason,
screening is worthwhile, even in the pri-
mary care setting where there is so little
time.

“Just asking a simple question like ‘have
you lost interest in things you usually
like?’ is something that doesn’t take much
time but can be important. If they answer
yes, you can ask more questions or even
give them the GDS screen,” she said. ■

Depressed Older Patients Respond

To Biofeedback, Case Series Shows

O R L A N D O —  The use of biofeedback to
control heart rate variability could be use-
ful in the treatment of older patients with
depression, just as it has been beneficial for
patients with asthma, chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease, and various cancers. 

“Heart rate variability is probably the
best marker of health in general, such that
if one has good heart rate variability, one
is generally healthy. But should someone
have any health prob-
lems, they can learn
to improve their heart
rate variability and do
better,” said Leon
Hyer, Ph.D., in a
poster presentation at
the annual meeting of
the Gerontological
Society of America.

In a pilot study of
two depressed women aged 55 and 56
years, Dr. Hyer, a professor of psychiatry at
the Robert Wood Johnson Medical School,
Piscataway, N.J., found that biofeedback
training to improve heart rate variability
(HRV) resulted in a significant decrease in
depressive symptoms. “This has been
shown in young, depressed patients but not
in older patients,” he said in an interview. 

The two subjects had 10 biofeedback

sessions in which they were taught, using
audio and video feedback from laptop com-
puters, how to regulate their heart rates and
breathe at their resonant frequency. They
were encouraged to practice often.

At the end of the 10 sessions, both sub-
jects showed a significant decrease in de-
pressive symptoms. Their baseline scores
on the Beck Depression Inventory II were
18 and 21, dropping to 0 for one patient by

the study’s end. The
other patient’s score
dropped from 21 to 3
by the end of the 4th
session, but rose to 11
by the study’s end.
“Since both medical
disorders and mood
state have a bidirec-
tionality in their ef-
fects, there is a signif-

icant advantage in applying a treatment that
can improve both,” Dr Hyer said.

Pharmacologic therapy for depression
typically has a 60% response rate, but the
response is not usually sustained long term.
By contrast, biofeedback, combined with
cognitive-behavioral training, has been
shown to produce sustained responses in
other health conditions, he said.

—Kate Johnson

‘Just asking a
simple question
like “have you
lost interest in
things you 
usually like?” is
something that
doesn’t take
much time but
can be important.’

Medical disorders and
mood state have a
bidirectionality in their
effects, so biofeedback to
control heart rate variability
can improve both.
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