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Growing old 
has its 
challenges

“He’s angry about getting old.”
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Everybody 
expects 
seniors to 
complain 
about aches 
and pains
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But no one 
wants to hear 
about the 
feelings that 
come with 
aging
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The world likes  
happy seniors

 Unhappy feelings make people feel like they’re failing 
as a child/spouse/parent/caregiver

 They don’t want to hear them, because they don’t 
know what to do about them

 They feel guilty and powerless to help
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Seniors have 
trouble talking 
about their sad 
feelings  Fear being a burden

 Don’t want to be a whiner

 Don’t know what to do to make things better

 Think its just part of getting older
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Its hard to talk 
about what it 
feels like to 
grow old 

Its easier, for everyone, to talk about Mom’s hip 
replacement than to talk about her:

 Loneliness

 Sadness

 Anxiety

 Grief

 Despair

 Sex life

 Difficulty making friends
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What’s our 
goal today?

Talk about some of the uncomfortable feelings 
that come with growing old
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Finding Meaning 
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The 
importance of 
meaning

“There is nothing in the world, I venture to say, 
that would so effectively help one to survive even 
the worst conditions as the knowledge that there 

is a meaning in one's life.” 

Viktor E. Frankl
Author of Man’s search for meaning
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Finding 
meaning
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At different 
points in our 
life we may 
experience a 
crisis of 
meaning
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Times of crisis

Adolescence

 We can all remember our own crisis of meaning as an 
adolescent as we tried to  make sense of the world.

Middle Age

 For some, there is a crisis in middle age.

Trauma

 Traumatic events, deaths, illness, wars, assault can trigger a 
crisis at any age.

Old Age

 And lastly, many of us will experience a crises of meaning 
when we become old
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Is it 
depression? 

 Seniors are frequently diagnosed as being depressed

 I believe what we see as depression is often a crisis of meaning
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A crisis in old 
age comes 
when many of 
the things that 
gave us 
meaning  have 
been taken 
from us by age 
and illness
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To forestall 
this crisis, the 
world tells 
retirees to 
“Get a hobby”

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC
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The problem is 
that hobbies, 
on their own, 
aren’t 
meaningful

As if the meaning 
comes from the 

activity

Meaning doesn’t 
come from a 

hobby

We put meaning 
into our activities

Our activities are 
an extension of 

who we are
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Feelings that 
may show up 
in a crisis of  
meaning

I feel empty

I have lost my 
sense of 
purpose

I don’t feel 
any joy

I’m waiting to 
die

Just taking up 
space 

Useless

20



People ask 
“What’s wrong 
with you?  Why 
are you sad?”
But that’s the 
wrong 
question.
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A better  
question is.  
“What matters 
to you in the 
life you have 
today?”
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How do we 
help Seniors 
find meaning
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Reflection
Help them look inward – not outward 

to things or activities.

Acceptance 
Accept the life they have – rather than 

what’s been lost.

Gratitude
Because you can’t run, doesn’t mean 

you can’t find joy in walking.

Connect 
with self 

Meaning will emerge.



Where is 
meaning?

“Finding oneself and one's path is like waking up on a 
foggy day. Be patient, and presently the fog will clear and 
that which has always been there can be seen. The path is 

already there to follow”

 ― Rasheed Ogunlaru
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Mourning & Loss
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Mourning & 
Loss 

“I thought I’d never laugh again.  Then I saw your jacket.”
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Death of loved 
ones isn’t the 
only loss in 
aging

“Relax honey - change is good.”
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Aging is in fact, 
a cascade of 
losses

Income Friends Home

Mobility Sexuality Health

Career Identity
Our own 
death
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Seniors are 
reluctant to 
talk about 
these losses

Makes the 
loss real

Makes 
them sad

Sound like a 
complainer

Not 
grateful

Feel no one 
will listen
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But theses are 
genuine losses 
and trigger 
grief
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To process a 
loss we have to 
acknowledge 
the loss

Grief doesn’t demand 
pity – it requests 
acknowledgement.

Jude Gibbs
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But this is what 
seniors are told 
to do
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Feelings 
associated 
with grief that 
has not been 
acknowledged

Sadness
Irritation or 

Anger
Insomnia or 

over sleeping

Over eating or 
under eating

Lack of 
motivation

Sense of 
helplessness

Constant fear 
of loss

Obsessively 
thinking about 

the loss
Self harm
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How do we 
help Seniors 
deal with their 
losses?

Ask

Share

Normalize

Acknowledge
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Ask

People are 
afraid to ask 

about 
someone’s 

loss

Strengthens 
connections

Lets out 
feelings

Makes you 
feel cared for
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Share

Mourning 
in 

community 

Hearing 
others 
stories

Knowing 
your not 

alone

See that 
others have 
losses too

36



Normalize

Take away 
stigma of loss

Diminish the 
hierarchy of 

loss

Lessen the 
shame of loss

Acknowledge 
our losses
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Acknowledge

1. Acknowledging 
the loss of people, 
places, abilities, is 
not self indulgent.

2. Acknowledging  
our losses frees us to 
work with what we 

have today.

3. Acknowledging our 
losses speeds the 
healing process.
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Memory Loss
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Memory 
Loss

“I’m not losing my memory.  I’m living in the now.”
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The trauma of 
memory loss
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Memory loss is 
terrifying

It happens to all of us. Yet when we 
experience it, we feel alone

42



Feelings 
associated 
with memory 
loss

Denial

Fear

Shame

Isolation
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Denial
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It isn’t 
happening

Its not that 
bad

I’m just old
Nothings 

wrong



Fear
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Am I losing 
my mind?

Will it get 
worse?

When will it 
stop?

Will I become 
a vegetable?



Shame
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Embarrassed  if 
we can’t think 

of a word

Try to laugh it 
off “Senior 
Moment”

Try to hide it 
from others



Isolation

47

We move to 
the edge of the 

conversation

We stop 
participating

We don’t leave 
our home



Tools to 
dealing with 
memory loss

Self 
Compassion

Compassion 
for others

Acceptance Patience

Mindfulness Love
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The End
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Thank 
You
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