
A New Era of Well-Being
Rebounding from the Pandemic and Other Life 
Challenges with Resilience
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To what lengths would you go to make sure 
your loved one living in a skilled nursing 
facility is healthy and happy?

Chances are, you’d do just about anything in your power to make 
sure he or she is safe and living a full life. Unfortunately, there are 
always going to be events or circumstances affecting your loved 
one’s quality of life that are beyond your control. 

Take, for instance, the normal process of aging. When your loved 
one can no longer live independently or is experiencing failing 
health, how will you respond? Or the COVID-19 pandemic – when 
you were no longer able to visit your loved one in person and had 
to depend on facility staff to provide all his or her needs, how did 
you cope? 

The answer probably says a lot about your psychological 
resilience – the same resilience that allows your loved one to 
weather those same disruptions in his or her own life.

If the pandemic showed us anything, it’s that physical health is only 
one component of wellness. Our mental health – and our ability 
to face life’s challenges – are equal players in what it means to be 
healthy. And while our worldwide battle against COVID continues, 
there is a potentially positive effect on the horizon – our new, 
expanded worldview on what it means to truly be “well.” 
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1 https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-00175-z 
2 https://www.aarp.org/research/topics/health/info-2021/covid19-mental-health.html 
3 https://healthblog.uofmhealth.org/health-management/pandemic-worsened-many-older-adults-mental- 
 health-and-sleep-poll-finds-but-long 

4 https://healthblog.uofmhealth.org/health-management/pandemic-worsened-many-older-adults- 
 mental-health-and-sleep-poll-finds-but-long 
5 https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/view/resilience-and-healthy-aging 

There’s no denying that the pandemic has had an unprecedented 
impact on us all, particularly when it comes to our emotional well-
being. Across the board, research has shown that we are a more 
anxious society – and the effects of long-term isolation are likely to be 
far-reaching.1 This is no different among the population of older adults 
in the U.S.

In a recent survey conducted by AARP, the majority of adults over 
the age of 50 said their mental health was currently very good 
– but when asked about specific emotional health measures, the 
story begins to shift. Half reported experiencing anxiety, and a third 
reported feeling depressed.2 In another study, nearly 65% of older 
adults reported having trouble falling asleep or staying asleep 
recently – more than twice the rate reported in a similar survey 
conducted in 2017.3

There is, however, some good news for older adults, as well. As 
the pandemic progressed, the same study showed that fewer 
respondents reported feeling isolated than they did in its early months. 
And by late January 2021, as the vaccine was beginning to roll out to 
seniors, more than 80% rated their current mental health as good as 
or better than it was 20 years prior.4

Rebounding from the Pandemic

Some experts credit older adults’ ability to weather the challenges 
of the pandemic to resilience or one’s ability to adapt in a positive 
manner to life tasks while experiencing stress or living through 
adverse situations.5
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Being resilient in the face of adversity is not only critical to one’s ability 
to live through a world-altering pandemic; it can also help manage 
more personal challenges, like life disruptions that come from the 
natural aging process.

Consider, for example, that your loved one begins having difficulty 
conducting certain activities of daily living because of physical or 
cognitive decline. For him or her, that is a major life disruption and one 
that could result in depression and anxiety. But with psychological 
resilience, he or she will be better able to adapt to this new reality in 
as positive a manner as possible. 

While resilience isn’t a skill we’re all born with, it can be built.6 And with 
your help, your loved one can grow and nurture critical resilience skills 
that will allow them to get more enjoyment out of the later years of 
their life.

The Importance of Resilience

6 https://www.apa.org/research/action/speaking-of-psychology/human-resilience-covid-19
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Researchers who’ve studied resilience in older 
adults have identified mental, social, and physical 
factors that are characteristic of high levels of 
resilience in older adults. 

Mental factors

Seniors who exhibit optimism and hopefulness and experience 
positive emotions are more likely to also exhibit characteristics of 
resilience.7 While you likely cannot change your loved one’s attitude 
or overall perspective on life, you can encourage them to take up 
practices that may highlight the positivity in their world and make 
them feel more in control of their emotional well-being.

When you talk with them or visit, ask them to tell you about things that 
happened that day for which they are grateful. You may even want 
to consider buying them a journal so they can keep a running list of 
good things that happen to them, activities they enjoyed, or laughs 
they shared with friends. Encourage them to set a small, doable goal 
they can achieve each day – maybe that means getting outside and 
walking a little farther than they did the day before, completing a task 
or puzzle, or meeting a new neighbor from down the hall. Achieving a 
goal will help them feel a stronger sense of satisfaction and purpose.8

And don’t forget about the impact of routine health maintenance on 
your loved one’s mental health. Regular preventative care is critical to 
identifying and managing issues associated with the aging process 
that may seem innocuous, but in fact, can have serious consequences.

For example, hearing loss has been shown to cause depression, 
anxiety, and hostility in seniors9 – some research even suggests that 
each decibel lost to hearing impairment makes older adults 7% more 
likely to experience severe loneliness.10  Research has also shown that 
patients with vision impairments reported experiencing symptoms of 
depression more than twice as often as patients with non-impaired 
vision.11 The best way to head off any future impairments – and to 
treat current impairments – that could affect your loved one’s mental 
health is to make sure they receive regular, comprehensive checkups 
and screenings from trained specialists.

How to Help Your Loved One 
Become More Resilient

7 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0197457216000689#bib1
8 https://healthblog.uofmhealth.org/health-management/pandemic-worsened-many-older-adults-mental-health- 
 and-sleep-poll-finds-but-long
9 https://www.psychiatryadvisor.com/home/topics/geriatric-psychiatry/mental-disorders-and-hearing-impairment- 
 in-older-adults-recognition-and-intervention/ 

10 https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2019/09/12/760231279/untreated-hearing-loss-linked-to-loneliness-and- 
 isolation-for-seniors 
11 https://www.mcknights.com/print-news/vision-loss-shown-to-trigger-seniors-anxiety-depression/ 
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Social factors

Older adults with strong social supports and who are involved in 
their community also exhibit more characteristics of resilience.12

Set up regular visits or calls with your loved one. If they have a 
favorite flower or snack, have it delivered to them on occasion to let 
them know you’re thinking about them. If you have young children 
in your family, encourage them to write your loved one notes or 
letters, or send them pictures the children have drawn to hang in 
their living space.13

And make sure your loved one is aware of opportunities to 
participate in their facility’s community. Exercise classes, community 
meals, and day trips are fantastic opportunities to meet other 
residents and expand the world they live in each day.

Physical factors

Finally, seniors who are able to perform activities of daily living 
(ADL) independently, have mobility, and are in good physical 
health are more likely to exhibit characteristics of resilience.14

Now is a good time to assess your loved one’s post-pandemic 
physical status. If he or she is experiencing sleep disruptions, muscle 
weakness, or frailty from reduced physical activity during the 
pandemic, it’s time to talk to them – and their physician – about 

Caring for your loved one’s mental, social and 
physical health will not only help them build 
resiliency – it will better prepare them to deal 
with the inevitable adversity we all face in 
life and help them to get more joy out of their 
later years.

how to combat those issues. Encourage your loved one to get 
more exercise, but respect their limitations – they didn’t become 
deconditioned overnight, and regaining some of their strength and 
mobility will take time, as well. And make sure your loved one is 
getting plenty of protein, vegetables, and whole grains in their diet to 
power their bodies while they work to get stronger.15

And if your loved one’s facility was required to postpone any 
preventative care visits during the pandemic, make sure to talk to 
facility staff as soon as possible about getting those visits rescheduled. 
Routine checkups can often identify serious health concerns that 
can be treated successfully if caught early enough. For example, oral 
cancers are very dangerous because they may not present with 
any symptoms for several years, meaning they go unnoticed until the 
problem is too advanced to be treated.16 But during a regular dental 
checkup, a dentist can identify any abnormalities that could be a sign 
of oral cancer as early as possible before the disease has progressed 
to an advanced state. 

12 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0197457216000689#bib1
13 https://healthblog.uofmhealth.org/health-management/pandemic-worsened-many-older-adults-mental-health-and-
sleep-poll-finds-but-long 

14 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0197457216000689#bib1
15 https://www.webmd.com/healthy-aging/healthy-aging-secret#3 
16 https://oralcancerfoundation.org/facts/ 


