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1. Introduction 
In 2003 the Department of Health (DH) allocated resources to the Social Care 
Institute for Excellence (SCIE) ‘to assist the social care community to make the best 
use of ICT for teaching and learning to deliver an improved service to users and 
carers’ (DH E-learning Steering Group 2003).  
 
SCIE carried out an investigation, in collaboration with the Social Policy and Social 
Work subject centre at Southampton University (SWAP), to identify key topic areas 
within the social work degree curriculum where interactive e-learning resources could 
usefully support teaching and learning.  
 
SCIE is now launching the second set of interactive e-learning resources, entitled ‘An 
Introduction to the Mental Health of Older People’ which it is hoped will be of great 
relevance to both students and educators of the Social Work degree, practitioners in 
the wider social care community and older people themselves. These resources build 
upon earlier SCIE work in this area, notably the NICE/SCIE practice guide: 
Dementia: Supporting people with dementia and their carers in health and social care 
and practice guide 2: Assessing the mental health needs of older people. 
 
The remainder of this guide provides further details on these resources and is 
designed principally for educators or trainers who may be thinking about using these 
resources in their teaching. 
 

 

2. ‘An Introduction to the Mental Health of Older 
People’ 

Mental health and emotional well-being are as important in older age as at any other 
time of life. Most older people have good mental health, but they are more likely to 
experience events that affect emotional well-being, such as bereavement or 
disability. Understanding the mental health needs of older people requires an 
understanding of the complex interaction between specific medical conditions and 
social circumstances. To be able to offer effective support, practitioners need to keep   
up to date with the latest research methods and legislation.   

To this end, SCIE in partnership with three leading experts in the field, Alisoun Milne, 
Jo Warner and Brian Gearing have developed 10 interactive e-learning resources on 
the mental health of older people that aim to make this very challenging and complex 
area of social care accessible and enjoyable.  
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SCIE’s interactive e-learning resources are freely available to all teaching staff and 
students of the social work degree and are designed to engage groups and 
individuals through simulations, quizzes, games and video and audio, which help to 
bring the topics alive. Moreover, they are supported by evidence based research 
bringing out key issues and provide full referencing of key research. They can be 
accessed from any internet enabled PC and are fully accessible to users with 
disabilities.  
 
The e-learning resources can be used in a whole-class setting, or students can be 
asked to work through them privately (they are very useful tools for both introducing 
key concepts and revising).  
 

 

3. Overview of the 10 e-learning resources  

 

3.1 An introduction to mental health and older people 
This resource introduces the key concepts of ‘an ageing population’, ‘old age’ and 
‘mental health’. 
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Teaching/learning aims  
An introduction to mental health and older people will enable users to:  

• describe the basic characteristics of the ‘ageing population’ in the UK 

• understand the key issues surrounding the various ways in which ‘old age’ and 
‘mental health’ are defined. 

  

Full description and contents list 
In this resource, users will have the chance to explore the nature and characteristics 
of the ageing population in the UK, what being 'old' means, and some of the 
complexity surrounding the concept of 'mental health'. 

As this resource presents basic facts and concepts surrounding mental health and 
older people, we recommend that it is used as an introduction. 

Please note that this resource also contains a self-assessment section where users 
can test how far they have assimilated the key messages. 

1. Ageing population 

1.1 UK population age breakdown 

1.2 Diversity in the older population 

1.3 When does old age start? 

1.4 Living situations 

1.5 Living situations – Living alone 

1.6 Living situations – Care homes 

1.7 Living situations – Living with a partner 

1.8 Living situations – ‘Other’ 

2. What is ‘old’? 

2.1 Introduction 

2.2 What ‘old age’ means 
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3. What is mental health? 

3.1 Introduction 

3.2 Jean’s story 

3.3 What undermines mental health? 

3.4 Problems affecting people in later life 

4. Conclusion 

5. References 

6. Self-assessment 

 

Time required for self-study 
30–40 mins 

 
 

Media  
This resource contains audio.  
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3.2 Attitudes and images of ageing 
This resource is about ways in which people's experiences of ageing and mental 
health are shaped by society's attitudes to older people and later life. 
 
 

 
 

 

Teaching/learning aims  
Attitudes and images of ageing will enable users to:  

• demonstrate an understanding of some main differences between society’s 
images and beliefs about ageing and later life and the aspirations and 
attitudes of older people 

• discuss the impact of stereotypes of ageing and old age on older people’s 
lives 

• evaluate evidence for widely held beliefs about poverty in old age. 
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Full description and contents list 
This resource is about ways in which people's experiences of ageing and mental 
health are shaped by society's attitudes to older people and later life. Users will 
consider the way age-related images and ideas, displayed in the media and in 
everyday language, shape our perceptions; but also what we know about older 
people's own attitudes and aspirations. 

Please note that this resource also contains a self-assessment section where users 
can test how far they have assimilated the key messages. 

1. Introduction 

2. Attitudes to older people 

2.1 Images of ageing 

2.2 Language and ageing 

2.3 Old age in the past 

2.4 Stereotypes of old age 

3. Older people as a ‘burden’ 

3.1 Myth and reality 

3.2 Poverty, old age and mental health 

4. Older people’s own attitudes 

4.1 ‘Hope I die before I get old’ 

4.2 What do older people want? 

5. Conclusion 

6. References 

7. Self-assessment 
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Time required for self-study 
40–60 mins 

 

 

Media  
This resource contains audio.  
 

 

3.3 Risks and protective factors: older people’s 
mental health 
This resource reviews the meaning of mental health, why it is an important part of 
overall well-being and how it relates to successful ageing. 
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Teaching/learning aims  
Risks and protective factors: older people’s mental health will help users to:  

• explore the meaning and dimensions of mental health 

• appreciate the importance of mental health as an aspect of successful ageing  

• consider ways in which mental health can be promoted and mental illness 
prevented.  

  
 

Full description and contents list 
This resource explores mental health in later life. It reviews the meaning of mental 
health, why it is an important part of overall well-being and how it relates to 
successful ageing. 

It also offers an overview of the different aspects of an older person's life and 
situation that impact on their mental health and the role that an individual and their 
family, the community they live in and wider society can play in promoting, or 
undermining, mental health. Later on, a model is outlined which draws these different 
elements together in a pictorial format. 

Please note that this resource also contains a self-assessment section where users 
can test how far they have assimilated the key messages. 

1. Introduction 

2. Why is mental health important? 

2.1 Introduction 

3. Defining mental health 

3.1 What are the features of mental health? 

3.2 Defining mental health 

4. Mental health and successful ageing 

4.1 Edna 

4.2 Socioeconomic situation 
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4.3 Social and personal resources 

4.4 Meaning of the experience 

4.5 Dynamic of gains and losses 

4.6 Successful ageing 

5. Promotion of mental health 

5.1 Mental health and successful ageing 

6. References 

7. Self-assessment 

 
 

Time required for self-study 
40–60 mins 

 

 

Media  
This resource contains audio.  
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3.4 Common mental health problems amongst older 
people 
 

This resource reviews the meaning of mental health, why it is an important part of 
overall well-being and how it relates to successful ageing. 

 
 

 
 

 

 

Teaching/learning aims  
Risks and protective factors: older people’s mental health will help users to:  

• explore the meaning and dimensions of mental health 

• appreciate the importance of mental health as an aspect of successful ageing  
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• consider ways in which mental health can be promoted and mental illness 
prevented.  

   
 

Full description and contents list 
This resource introduces users to some of the key facts and statistics about 
depression, dementia and long-standing mental ill health. It explains who might be at 
risk of developing a mental illness as they grow older and why. It also includes 
information about people who have experienced serious mental illness such as 
schizophrenia throughout their lives and the main issues facing them as they age. 

Please note that this resource also contains a self-assessment section where users 
can test how far they have assimilated the key messages. 

1. Introduction 

2. Focus on depression 

2.1 What is depression? 

2.2 Risk factors for depression 

2.3 Protective factors 

2.4 Recognising and treating depression 

3. Focus on dementia 

3.1 Introduction 

3.2 ‘Normal’ age-related cognitive changes 

3.3 Importance of early recognition 

3.4 What do older people with dementia want? 

4. Long-standing mental ill health 

4.1 Introduction 

4.2 Mental health needs 
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4.3 Issues 

4.4 Improving support 

5. Conclusion 

6. References 

7. Self-assessment 

 
 

Time required for self-study 
40–60 mins 

 

 

Media  
This resource contains audio.  

 
 

3.5 Understanding the early stages of dementia 
The main focus of this resource is on the early stages of dementia, symptoms, the 
diagnosis of dementia and the impact on the person concerned and those around 
them. 
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Teaching/learning aims  
Understanding the early stages of dementia will enable users to:  

• define the main types of dementia and describe how they are diagnosed 

• explore what being diagnosed and living with early stage dementia means to 
service users and carers 

• identify the most important aspects of working with people who are in the early 
to middle stages of dementia. 

   
 

Full description and contents list 
The main focus of this resource is the early stages of dementia, including the 
emotional impact of the onset of symptoms, and the diagnosis of dementia on the 
person concerned and those around them.  

The resource also considers the importance of community-based support for people 
with dementia and how social networks can operate in this context. 
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Towards the end of the resource, you will look at the values and attitudes associated 
with person-centred care, particularly in relation to caring for, and working with, 
people with dementia as their condition progresses. 

Wherever possible, we focus on dementia from the perspective of people with 
dementia and their families and we aim to reflect the diversity of experiences among 
them.  

This resource also contains a self-assessment section where users can test how far 
they have assimilated the key messages 

1. Introduction 

2. Recognising and diagnosing dementia 

2.1 Introduction 

2.2 Symptoms 

2.3 Causes 

2.4 Diagnosis 

2.5 Why is diagnosis so important? 

2.6 Treatment 

3. Living with dementia 

3.1 Introduction 

3.2 Living with dementia 

3.3 Coping and adaptation 

4. Community-based support and dementia 

4.1 Social networks 

5. Values and attitudes in dementia care 

5.1 Introduction 
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5.2 Malignant social psychology 

5.3 Brief case study 

5.4 Person-centred care 

6. Conclusion 

7. References 

8. Self-assessment 

 

Time required for self-study 
60–80 mins 

 

Media  
This resource contains both audio and video. The learning object makes use of a 
video produced by the Alzheimer’s Society entitled Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow: 
Providing Quality Dementia Care. 

 

3.6 Understanding later stage dementia 
This resource focuses primarily on the later stages of dementia and on managing the 
more significant challenges/symptoms associated with this level of dementia.  
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Teaching/learning aims  
Understanding later stage dementia will enable users to:  

• explore the experience of later stage dementia from the perspective of people 
with dementia and their carers 

• understand the symptoms and behaviours associated with later stage 
dementia 

• identify some of the important aspects of supporting a person with dementia 
and challenging behaviour. 

   
 

Full description and contents list 
This resource focuses primarily on the later stages of dementia and on managing the 
more significant or prominent challenges – and symptoms – associated with this level 
of dementia.  

The resource aims to reflect, where possible, the experiences of people with 
dementia and their family carers.  
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Many of the examples given are located in a care home setting, although the issues 
are also very relevant to supporting a person with dementia in the community. 

This resource also contains a self-assessment section where users can test how far 
they have assimilated the key messages. 

1. Introduction 

2. Symptoms and experience 

2.1 How many people have dementia? 

2.2 Symptoms of late stage dementia 

2.3 Difficult or challenging behaviour 

2.4 Mood changes 

2.5 Depression or anxiety 

2.6 Life expectancy of a person with dementia 

3. The importance of communication 

3.1 Introduction 

3.2 Person-centred care 

3.3 Tips on effective communication 

3.4 Barriers to communication 

3.5 Involving family carers 

4. Treatments and interventions 

4.1 Treatments and interventions 

5. Promoting independence 

5.1 Activities of daily living 

5.2 Supporting dressing and personal care 
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5.3 Supporting use of the toilet 

5.4 Management of toilet related care 

5.5 Missing words quiz 

5.6 Management of toilet related care – tips 

5.7 Conclusion 

6. Carers and families 

6.1 Family carers of families with dementia 

6.2 Services and support for carers 

6.3 Admission to a care home 

6.4 Case study 

6.5 Maintaining links with carers and relatives 

6.6 Wider roles for carers 

6.7 Care staff 

7. Conclusion 

8. References 

9. Self-assessment 

  

Time required for self-study 
60–80 mins 

  

Media  
This resource contains both audio and video. The learning object makes use of a 
video produced by the Alzheimer’s Society entitled Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow: 
Providing Quality Dementia Care. 
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3.7 Understanding depression in later life 
The main focus of this resource is depression amongst older people. 
 

 

 

Teaching/learning aims  
Understanding depression in later life will enable users to:  

• demonstrate an understanding of the main signs and symptoms of depression 
and how it is diagnosed  

• understand who experiences depression and why  

• appreciate the diversity of experiences of depression amongst older people. 

 

 

Full description and contents list 
The main focus of this resource is depression amongst older people. The resource 
begins by highlighting some of the problems with defining and diagnosing 
'depression' and then goes on to discuss the estimated numbers of older people that 
are thought to suffer from the condition. 
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Next, users consider what makes people more or less vulnerable to developing 
depression in later life. Finally, users look at effective treatments for depression and 
explanations for why it so often remains unrecognised in older people. 

Please note that this resource also contains a self-assessment section where users 
can test how far they have assimilated the key messages. 

1. Introduction 

2. What is depression and how is it diagnosed? 

2.1 Introduction 

2.2 Classification systems 

2.3 Difficulties 

3. Who gets depressed? 

3.1 Introduction 

3.2 Residential homes 

3.3 Group differences 

4. Factors that can increase the risk of depression 

4.1 Introduction 

4.2 Loss and bereavement 

4.3 Loneliness 

4.4 Illness 

4.5 Poverty 

4.6 Depression 

5. Protective factors and effective responses 

5.1 Protective factors 
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5.2 Resilience 

5.3 Building social networks 

5.4 The ‘invisibility’ of depression 

5.5 Treatment and responses 

6. Understanding the risk of suicide 

6.1 Introduction 

6.2 Men vs women 

6.3 Depression and suicide 

6.4 Preventative action 

6.5 Effective measures 

7. Conclusion 

8. References 

9. Self-assessment 

 

Time required for self-study 
50–60 mins 

 

 

Media  
This resource contains audio.  
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3.8 Ageism, age discrimination and social exclusion 
The main focus of this resource is ‘ageism’, ‘age discrimination’ and ‘social exclusion’ 
– issues which are central to understanding the experience of ageing and older age 
in contemporary society. 
 

 

 

 

 

Teaching/learning aims  
Ageism, age discrimination and social exclusion will enable users to:  

• discuss what is meant by the terms 'ageism', 'age discrimination' and 'social 
exclusion' 

• recognise ways in which ageism, age discrimination and social exclusion 
impact on older people in health and social care settings and wider society 

• suggest ways in which ageism, age discrimination and social exclusion can be 
challenged. 
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Full description and contents list 
In this resource you are asked to consider issues which are central to understanding 
the experience of ageing and older age in contemporary society. 

Ageism, age discrimination and social exclusion diminish the quality of life which 
older people may enjoy. They also threaten their mental health. 

In spite of their negative effect on the daily lives of older people, however, ageism 
and age discrimination are often unrecognised, ignored, or even compounded in 
health and social care settings. And social exclusion has only recently been officially 
acknowledged as affecting older people as well as children and families. 

As you work through this resource you will be able to read the views of older people 
talking about their experience of age discrimination. We hope that by the time you 
complete this resource you will be sensitised to ageism and its impact on those older 
people you encounter in your life.  

Please note that this resource also contains a self-assessment section where users 
can test how far they have assimilated the key messages. 

1. Introduction 

2. Age differentiation and discrimination  

2.1 Introduction 

2.2 Age norms 

2.3 Recognising discrimination 

2.4 Discrimination in employment 

3. Understanding ageism 

3.1 Defining ageism 

3.2 The extent of discrimination 

3.3 Multiple discrimination 

3.4 Perpetuating discrimination: stereotypes 
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3.5 Benevolent prejudice 

3.6 The new ageism 

4. Ageism in health and social care 

4.1 Attitudes 

4.2 Direct and indirect discrimination 

4.3 Principles of anti-ageist practice 

4.4 Anti-ageist practice 

5. Social exclusion 

5.1 Context and definition 

5.2 Case study of social exclusion 

5.3 Tackling social exclusion 

6. Conclusion 

7. References 

8. Self-assessment 

 

 
Time required for self-study 
90 mins 

 

 

Media  
This resource contains audio.  
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3.9 Services for older people with mental health 
problems 
The main focus of this resource is on the principal services available for older people 
at the primary, mainstream, secondary/specialist and tertiary levels. 
 

 

 

 

Teaching/learning aims  
Services for older people with mental health problems aims to:  

• provide an outline of the key services for older people with mental health 
problems and their family carers 

• introduce the types of needs that mainstream and specialist services meet 

• introduce a number of issues linked to service usage including assessment of 
need and payment issues. 

 

 

Full description and contents list 
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In this resource you will have an opportunity to learn about the principal services 
available for older people at the primary, mainstream, secondary/specialist and 
tertiary levels by travelling down a virtual ‘care pathway’. Along the way users will 
have the chance to test their knowledge of relevant statistics and will examine cross-
cutting issues and assessment. 
 
Please note that this resource also contains a self-assessment section where users 
can test how far they have assimilated the key messages. 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

1.2 Quiz 

1.3 Policy context 

2. The care pathway 

2.1 The care pathway 

2.2 Primary care 

2.3 Mainstream care 

2.4 Secondary care/specialist services 

2.5 Carers 

2.6 Tertiary care 

3. Cross-cutting issues 

3.1 Challenges 

3.2 Financing arrangements 

3.3 Quality assurance 

4. Conclusion 

5. References 
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6. Self-assessment 

  
Time required for self-study 
40–50 mins 

 

 

Media  
This resource contains audio.  

 

3.10 The life course approach 
The main focus of this resource is the life course approach, which suggests that in 
order to understand and work effectively with older people we need to see them in 
the context of their past lives, taking a life story or biographical approach, or through 
reminiscence. 
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Teaching/learning aims  
The life course approach aims to:  

• demonstrate an understanding of the life course approach to ageing and its 
relevance to mental health in later life 

• understand the significance to mental health in later life of approaches which 
give primacy to meaning and identity: life stories, the biographical approach, 
and reminiscence. 

 

  

Full description and contents list 
In this learning object users are introduced to the importance of seeing later life as 
one phase of an entire course of life from birth to death, shaped by earlier life stages 
and experiences. 
  
Meaning and identity are important to mental health in later life and require that we 
can connect past, present and future in our lives. A highly influential theory of the life 
course which embodies these themes is the psychosocial theory of Erik Erikson, 
which users consider in Section 2.  
 
A life course approach suggests that in order to understand and work effectively with 
older people we need to see them in the context of their past lives, taking a life story 
or biographical approach, or through reminiscence. Users consider these approaches 
in Section 4. 
 
Please note that this resource also contains a self-assessment section where users 
can test how far they have assimilated the key messages. 

1. Introduction 

2. The life course 

2.1 Ages and stages 

2.2 Erik Erikson 

2.3 Generativity 

2.4 Integrity and older people 

3. Life stories 
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3.1 Meaning and identity 

3.2 Life stories and memory 

4. Applications in practice 

4.1 The biographical approach 

4.2 Reminiscence 

5. Conclusion 

6. References 

7. Self-assessment 

  
Time required for self-study 
40–50 mins 

 

 

Media  
This resource contains audio.  
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6. How to access SCIE’s e-learning resources  
The 10 resources on Law and Social Work can be downloaded directly to the 
classroom by teaching staff who wish to conduct whole-class work using a data 
projector or interactive whiteboard. Alternatively, students can be instructed to visit 



        E-LEARNING 

An Introduction to the mental health of older people -  Educator’s guide  32 

the resources themselves on SCIE’s web site. Institutions may also download the 
resources and include them in their own virtual learning environment (VLE). 
  
To access or download SCIE’s e-learning resources in one of the three ways above, 
visit: www.scie.org.uk/publications/elearning/index.asp 
 

 

7. Forthcoming SCIE e-learning publications  
Please note that SCIE will be launching a further 10 interactive e-learning resources 
on the topic of ‘Poverty and Social Exclusion’ in early 2008 and two further series on 
‘Inter-professional working skills’ and ‘Communication skills’ in the second half of 
2008.  
 

 


