
Introduction
 Older people are the largest and most progressive growing popu-
lation group. According to WHO, the next 50 years, the relative share 
of the adult population is expected to increase fourfold. Worldwide, 
for over half a century, the number of people aged over 60 has grown 
more than threefold to reach nearly two billion in 2050, according to 
estimates.

 In 1990, the WHO (World Health Organization) developed the 
concept of “active aging” as a possible response to the challenge of 
“global aging”. Active aging is a process of optimizing health, safety 
and active lifestyle opportunities to improve the quality of life of the 
elderly. This requires for the society to address the medical and social 
needs of an aging population. In the foreground increasingly exposed 
problems of patients in geriatric age associated with type and charac-
teristics of their illness and the need of competent health care [1-3].

Mental Health of Elderly People
 Human mental activity begins and develops in its ontogenesis un-
der the influence of its social and natural environment. Psycholog-
ical changes occurring in physiological and pathological aging are 
different and depend not only on age and on changes in the body,  
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but also on a number of social factors, including family and profes-
sional background [4]. Many social, demographic and psychological 
factors contribute to the formation of the mental status. Poverty, social 
isolation, loss of independence and loneliness accompany the lives 
of elderly people, which significantly affects their mental health and 
overall health. Practice shows that patients who have never reported 
psychopathological problems in earlier stages of their lives, in the 
elderly show psychiatric symptoms.

 When ranking the importance of mental disorder in the elderly, 
the first places go to depression, dementia and paranoid psychoses 
[5]. Epidemiological studies have found wide variations in the fre-
quency - from 2.8% to 22% of the depression [6]. 10-15% of adult 
patients have depression which requires clinical intervention. More 
common are the unipolar depression and the reactive depression, both 
developed as a consequence of major life changes. For example, the 
presence of concomitant depression in people with diabetes is associ-
ated with mandatory adherence to a specific treatment regimens, poor 
metabolic control, frequent complications, reduced quality of life, and 
increased use of health services, which increases the risk of death.

 With women it is more common to have a higher chance of depres-
sion or depressive states in their early senior years, whereas in men 
such states are more common in individuals above 80 years of age. 
Depression is a major cause of suicide among older people, especially 
among men. The increased risk of suicide among adults reinforces the 
need for family and health professionals to know and react swiftly 
to the signs of depression and eventual suicide attempt [7]. Elderly 
people living alone have a 50% higher risk of depression, as this risk 
increases over the age of 75 [8].

 In other studies, it is confirmed that widowhood is the most stress-
ful and severe life event for an individual and can impact severely on 
the physical and mental health [9,10]. Widowhood is a prerequisite 
for social isolation for both male and females, as the feeling of lone-
liness is a major problem. Another study indicates that depression, 
suicide, and mortality are higher for widowed men who doesn’t a suf-
ficient support network, and especially for those without a best friend 
[11]. Diagnosing elderly people with depression is often difficult. A 
lot of adults deny the presence of symptoms, while others attribute it 
to concomitant medical conditions. Studies dedicated to determine 
depression among the elderly require the use of specific tools [12,13].

 Experts are unanimous that dementia is one of the most significant 
health and social problems of the 21st century, along with the car-
diovascular and the oncological diseases. The extreme medical and 
social significance of this devastating human intellect is a result of 
both the high morbidity and the progressive loss of patient autono-
my and the specific care required for exceptional health, moral and 
financial costs [14]. Dementia usually affects the elderly, although it 
can be perceived as a natural aging process. People with intellectual 
disabilities who reach old age are more likely to develop dementia. 
This syndrome is characterized by a deterioration in memory, think-
ing, behavior and ability to perform daily activities such as dressing, 
nutrition, personal hygiene and toilets [15,16].
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 Throughout the world, the relative and absolute numbers of adults 
and elderly people are growing rapidly, and the problems of old age 
and aging are becoming global. This global process, which began 
in the 19th century, gradually covers more and more countries, in-
cluding Bulgaria. This requires society to address the medical and 
social needs of an aging population. The health problems of patients 
in geriatric age, which are complex and multiple, and the need for 
competent health care, are increasingly emerging.
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 According to WHO data, the relative share of mental illnesses is 
higher than in other groups of diseases. Approximately one quarter of 
adults have mental illness, and nearly half have developed at least one 
mental state during their lifetime [17-20]. The prevalence of dementia 
is about 5% for older people over the age of 65, a total of 600,000 
cases of dementia in the UK. More than one third of the 1.3 million 
disabled adults in England and Wales have one cognitive disorder or 
a combination with physical disorder [5].

 Severe dementia makes elderly people completely dependendent 
on someone’s help in their daily activities, and this is related to cohab-
itation with other people or institutionalization. It is more common 
for elderly people who live alone to develop mild and moderately se-
vere dementia. A majority of these people receive day-to-day support 
from their friends or relatives, but one part remains without support 
[21]. In one of her studies P. Balkanska notes that some of the leading 
problems in the care of the mentally ill adults are: lack of special-
ized knowledge and skills when you have to work with older people, 
which pose considerable difficulties for the medical staff and aggra-
vate the quality of the geriatric assistance; the early detection and di-
agnosis of late dementia is extremely unsatisfactory due to ignorance 
or misconception of the manifestations of the disease; the functional 
capabilities of patients with dementia syndrome are limited not only 
by the development of the destructive brain process but also by the 
ignorance and lack of caregivers’ skills to develop and support their 
potential capacity [22,23].

 Older people hardly recognize the presence of mental health prob-
lems and have a negative attitude towards the demand for psychiatric 
help. This phenomenon is particularly pronounced among men. On 
the other hand, in a number of studies it is reported that older people 
transform their psychological problems into somatic complaints and 
turn to the general practitioner for help [22]. The number of elderly 
people with mental illness, according to the psychiatric institutions in 
Bulgaria is decreasing, but this is most probably the result of the lack 
of a single registration of mental illness. Depressive disorders are the 
first in our country, the most common mental illness in the elderly 
(Table 1).

 Depression often remains unrecognizable and hence untreated. 
The vast majority of suicide attempts on a global scale are due to 
affective disorder. Suicide in adults in Bulgaria is 38.7%. Bulgaria 
ranks 12th in the world when it comes to suicide. Prof. Milanova notes 
that there is no register in Bulgaria, there is no absolute data on the 
prevalence of mental illness among the population. Unfortunately, the 
mentally ill in Bulgaria suffer more severely because of the crisis in 
the social sphere and the possibilities of our healthcare system [24].

 In the process of providing long-term care for people with men-
tal disorders, the psychiatric nurse plays a key role. Nurses working 
in psychiatric hospitals are subject to a number of specific require-
ments. The function of the psychiatric nursing caregiver for elderly  

people implies flexibility and application of a variety of profession-
al approaches. Behavior towards such patients requires an individu-
al approach and dynamic monitoring of the patient’s condition. The 
nurse, like no other member of the multidisciplinary team, has the 
opportunity to get a detailed acquaintance with the patient, observing 
it at different times in a formal and informal setting. She should have 
communicative skills combined with good theoretical knowledge in 
psychology, psychotherapy, also have a high level of empathy, kind-
ness, responsiveness.

Conclusion

 The elderly population is a specific contingent of the general hu-
man population for which medical care should be shaped in such a 
way that it is possible to meet the individual needs of the elderly, 
taking into account their specific needs and desires. It is therefore 
of the utmost importance that a single system of medical protection 
should be available for adults and elderly people. The task of bringing 
together all specialists and scientists in the field of geriatrics and ger-
ontology worldwide, including in Bulgaria, seems to be necessary as 
well as the need of close collaboration between specialists and work-
ers in this field.
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