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health & wellbeing
of older people
in our community
Older people in our
community can enjoy a
quality, meaningful and
enriching life. Their health
and wellbeing is of prime
importance in our society, as
older people hold a legacy of
history within their shared
experiences. Our parents and
grandparents can influence
the values of each generation
by sharing their knowledge
and experience. However,
the wisdom gained in
old age can sometimes be
affected by loneliness and
depression due to factors
such as loss of independence
and increasing reliability
on others.

practical advice to elderly
people and their loved ones
on the best way to overcome
barriers to good health and
wellbeing in the later years
of life, such as loneliness,
isolation and depression.

This brochure aims to
provide information on some
ways in which to understand
challenges to the health and
wellbeing of older people
in our community. It offers

The stories of Anna and
Sanji are told - two older
people who have overcome
loneliness, isolation and
depression, by taking active
steps to improve their lives.
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anna
Anna is 75 years of age and
came to Australia from Russia
55 years ago. She is a proud
housewife and keeps a very tidy
home. Two years ago, Anna’s
husband George passed away.
Since that time, Anna has been
feeling a little lost. George
and Anna were married for 55
years and now that he has gone,
Anna feels quite alone. Anna’s
three daughters are very busy
due to work commitments and
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Anna doesn’t see them as often
as she would like. Anna has
new neighbours, but they don’t
speak Russian. She does not
feel confident when speaking
English and sometimes, Anna
will not talk to anyone for many
days. Even though she tries to
keep a very tidy home, Anna’s
arthritis has been playing up a
little recently and it is becoming
harder to do all the work she
used to do around the home.

Many older people may
feel anxious about being on
their own. When they are
young, they may have more
confidence to go out on their
own. Even if some people
have lived in Australia for
a long time, they forget the
right words to use when
talking with people if they do
not speak English very often.
However, language barriers
are not the only reason why
people may feel a little lonely
and isolated. Other reasons
may include fear about the
changes in society today or
the challenges of retirement.
Fears about crimes in relation
to people are often “beat
up” by the media and in fact
do not occur as much as the
media portrays them.

Retirement from work can
be very difficult, especially
for older men. They have
worked hard all their lives
and they don’t know what to
do with their time now that
they have retired. They miss
the company of their work
friends and miss the money
they used to make. Also,
their feeling of importance
as the financial provider or
breadwinner of the family
may affect their self-esteem.
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sanji
Sanji is 69 years old and is from
India. He came to Australia
with his family 40 years ago.
Sanji was employed in a local
factory for 36 years and when
the company said he had to
retire at the age of 65, Sanji was
disappointed. He hadn’t saved a
lot of money for retirement.
Sanji’s workmates were also
Indian, so he had no trouble
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speaking with workmates. In
retirement Sanji doesn’t know
what to do. He has a lot of time
on his hands and also has had
to ask his children for money
occasionally, as the pension
doesn’t pay much. Sanji misses
his friends too and finds it
difficult to make new friends
who speak Punjabi.

The kind of isolation and
loneliness felt by older people
can lead to bigger problems
if they are not resolved
and dealt with properly.
Isolation can take many
forms including cultural
isolation. This may affect
older people from culturally
and linguistically diverse
backgrounds because of the
loss of or limited English
language skills and different
cultural practices.

anna
Anna started to feel very lonely
and isolated in her own home.
She had no one to talk to and
was sometimes too scared to
leave the house. She began to
feel angry and resentful towards
her late husband for leaving her
alone and often found herself
speaking to his photograph and
imagining he could understand
her and hear her pain. She felt
that the pain was never going to
go away!
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sanji
Sanji’s wife started to complain
to him that he was making a lot
of mess at home and was not
helping her to keep a tidy home.
She liked to go out shopping
with their daughters and Sanji
had nowhere to go. After a while,
Sanji began to feel depressed
and started to drink a lot. This
made Sanji’s wife very angry.
They started to fight all the time
and Sanji started to feel pretty
hopeless – even thinking that
he’d be better off dead!
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There are many contributing
factors to the feelings of
depression and loneliness
that some older people may
feel from time to time. These
include:
•

Coping with loss – the 		
loss of a spouse or the loss
of friendships.

•

Retirement – it can be 		
difficult to adjust to having
so much spare time

•

Loss of independence difficulty in accepting
having to depend on 		
others.

•

Money, family stress or 		
health problems.

•

Language and cultural 		
barriers: the grandchildren
can or do not speak the
language of the grand-		
parents, which could create
cultural and language
barriers.

•

Sense of belonging

The Australian culture can
be perceived as being very
different from someone’s
“home country”. Some
people who have come here
when they were younger

may feel they have lost their
sense of belonging – they
may feel they do not belong
in Australia and may feel that
they also don’t belong in their
country of origin.
Children grow up to be very
independent and often older
people, especially those who
have migrated here and
experienced many hardships
to come to Australia, may feel
they are no longer valued or
respected. Their children may
have different values and
parents may no longer feel
appreciated.

9

Sometimes family members
may feel that they are
struggling with their own
problems – for example
employment or financial
problems. Often they feel
there simply is not a lot of
time available to devote
to their older relatives.
Sometimes, children do not
realise they need to be more
thoughtful, patient and
observant of their parents or
grandparents needs. They
need to be there for them and
listen with care, even if they
do not always agree with
their opinions.
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If the feelings of loneliness,
depression and isolation
of older relatives do not go
away, family members should
consider seeking treatment
for their loved ones.

sanji
Sanji did not feel that a visit
to the doctor would help him.
He thought his life was over
anyway!
Older people who may feel
depressed, anxious or lonely
should make an effort to talk
to their friends and family

about how they feel. Family
members should remember
that older people may not
like to ask for help as they
may feel like a burden. A
family might need to take
the first step and obtain
information about support
groups on behalf of their
loved ones. It is important for
family members to recognize
that their parents may be
depressed and not see it as a
normal part of ageing.
A local priest or community
worker may be able to
help – there are now many
community workers who
can speak languages other
than English, so that most

people in our community
are able to seek help and are
able to speak to someone
in their own language.
Bi-lingual and bi-cultural
community workers also
understand the needs of
different cultures in addition
to language. Although it may
feel awkward for someone
seeking assistance to speak
to a stranger about how
they may feel at first, it is
helpful to understand that
these people are professional
and all information is kept
confidential. We should not
feel embarrassed if we need
to ask for a little help from
time to time.
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For those older family
members that may be
experiencing poor physical
health, there are also many
special ‘aged care’ services
and specialist health workers.
These local services help
organise social groups,
transport or mobility aides,
such as wheelchairs. Local
community health centres
employ people who speak
many languages and an
interpreter service is
available. These services are
free of charge.
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Your local hospital,
community health centre,
migrant resource centre or
local doctor can put you in
touch with these services.
They can arrange for a
specialist or nurse to visit
you at home and to help
you access the best care and
support to suit your needs.

Some older people may
feel reluctant to speak
to doctors or health care
specialists as they fear
they will be told they have
to go to a nursing home.
They often want to stay in
their own home. However,
many of these services offer

assistance to people such
as having meals delivered
occasionally or having home
modifications done, such as
a ramp to make it easier to
get around. Assistance may
also be available for help
with housework so family
members can have a break.
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There are many practical
things that can assist an
older person who is feeling
depressed overcome their
problems. Asking friends or
family for help with things
like transport, shopping, or
putting them in touch with a
local group, can help people
who may feel lonely or sad
overcome their problems. By
getting out there and making
new friends, life can begin to
feel much more positive
and meaningful.
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Being socially active,
although it may seem hard to
do at first, can greatly assist
people to feel better. Social
groups can have a lot of fun
together, trying new hobbies
and laughing a lot. By joining
a group with people of their
own age and taking part in
pleasant group activities,
older people can start to
feel like they belong again
– experiencing a zest for life
and happiness.

sanji
Sanji had become so depressed
he no longer spoke to anyone
and just stayed at home all
the time. His wife became so
worried about him, she decided
to see a social worker at the local
Migrant Resource Centre. The
social worker told her about a
special men’s group that met
every week at the local council’s
community centre. Sanji didn’t
really want to go because he
didn’t see how this might make
him feel better.
Eventually, Sanji decided to give
the group a try. He was very
surprised to see that many of the

men in the group were just like
himself and he made many new
friends. There were lots of new
things to try and Sanji found
himself learning new hobbies
such as making wooden toys that
were sold to make money for the
men’s group. Some of the men in
the group were doing volunteer
work at the local nursing home
as well – Sanji tried this as well
and found that he got a lot of
pleasure out of helping people
who were lonely, frail and sick.
Sanji could understand how
they were feeling as it was only
recently that he himself had felt
that way too. He felt needed
and important.
A few months on, Sanji has now
become the group leader and is
in charge of organising activities
for the group. His wife now
complains that he is too busy
and she doesn’t get enough time
with him!
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anna
Anna had gone to her doctor for
medicine for her arthritis and
sleeping problems, but was too
embarrassed to tell the doctor
about her feelings of loneliness
and depression. Later, the doctor
became worried about her and
went to visit Anna at home.
The doctor could see she was
quite lonely and depressed as she
barely wanted to look at or speak
to the doctor. She had not been
eating properly and had lost a lot
of weight.
The doctor telephoned Anna’s
daughter and made a referral to
the local Aged Care Assessment
Team. They came to Anna’s
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house and spoke to her in
Russian about how she felt
and discussed ways that may
improve her situation. Anna
was worried because she thought
they may want to send her to a
nursing home. She wanted to
stay in her own home.
The Aged Care Assessment
Team arranged to have some
ramps built in Anna’s home.
Anna agreed the ramps would
be a good idea as climbing the
stairs often meant the arthritis
she experienced in her knees
sometimes got worse. Anna
had meals sent to her home
occasionally and she made new
friends with the people who
delivered the meals.

Anna’s daughter was told of
a local social group of people
who were around Anna’s age.
They met every week at the local
Senior Citizens Centre and they
spoke Russian. The community
mini-bus picks Anna up and
drops her off every week so she
can attend the group meeting.
Anna has made many friends
and they talk about home life
back in Russia, their family and
the fond memories they have of
loved ones.

The community workers also
spoke to Anna’s daughters about
how they can help by contacting
their mother more regularly.
They often take turns to take
Anna out on special family
outings with her grandchildren.
Anna is much happier now.
She still has some sad thoughts
sometimes but she thinks of all
the good things in her life – her
family, her new friends and
the kind people that help her
every week. She is not lonely
or sad anymore.
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There are many sources
of help and support
available for older people.
The important thing is to
get the right support and
information and to not be
afraid to ask for help if you
feel it might be needed for
yourself or your loved ones.
The family doctor should
be able to tell you about the
wide range of home and
community care, specialist
health and community
welfare and support services
for older people in your
local area. You do not need a
doctor’s referral to get
access to these services.
Anyone can make a referral,
including you.
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Your local community worker
will be able to advise you of
further information and you
can always ask for someone
who speaks your preferred
language. If you would like
more information about Aged
Care Services or you would
like to consult with someone
in your own language about
health and wellbeing for
older people, you can contact
the Transcultural Mental
Health Centre in Sydney on
02 9912 3850.

The health and wellbeing of older people in our community
includes booklets and audio cassettes that are available in
the following languages: Arabic, Chinese, Croatian, English,
Filipino, Greek, Indonesian, Italian, Polish,
Spanish and Vietnamese.
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