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It is estimated that over a quarter million seniors in New York City have a diagnosable mental and/or substance use disorder and prevalence increases with age.  By age 85 more than half of the senior population has a mental disorder, particularly dementia which is frequently accompanied by anxiety, depression, psychoses or other impairment. But alarmingly, less than half (40-45%) get help, and that help is not always the best it can be (primary care physicians, although well intentioned, often are the only source of help; they do not have the same expertise as mental health professionals).  As a result, we are missing the mark on helping our elders cope with treatable mental health issues like dementia, depression and anxiety. 

We are very fortunate that the City Council has shown leadership in addressing this disparity and made inroads in addressing the problem of seniors who live with untreated mental health disorders by funding the Geriatric Mental Health Initiative (GMHI). In Fiscal Year 2011, the City Council allocated $2.0 million to fund 25 providers across the City, a loss of $400,000 from FY10 level. Despite the decreases in funding since its inception, each year the demand for this service has increased. 

At many senior centers, the Geriatric Mental Health Initiative is the only tool that focuses specifically on the mental health needs of participants. Through GHMI, center goers are screened for depression, substance abuse/alcohol abuse disorders and even problem gambling. Centers that receive GMHI funding also conduct workshops and information sessions on topics like depression, anxiety, coping skills, stress management, and grief.  Often groups and workshops that are open to all participants become the portal for a senior to seek out additional support like individual or group counseling – at the center or at a trusted clinic. Some centers offer more creative ways to address mental health- like cinema-therapy (which entails careful selection of an emotionally provocative movie followed by guided group discussion). 

There is no lack of private therapists or mental health clinics in New York City, which is why one must question the low utilization of mental health services amongst older adults. Accessibility could be one factor, particularly in the outer boroughs, but it is more likely to stem from stigma, ageism, and lack of knowledge about mental illness, about the effectiveness of treatment, and about where to get help. Bringing mental health services into senior centers, where seniors already gather is a smart strategy- as it addresses most if not all of the reasons for low utilization. The GMHI removes barriers of stigma and provides education and information to the seniors directly and discretely. All GMHI providers screen for depression- and time and time again, they find seniors who would not otherwise sought out help. 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify on this topic. We urge the City Council to continue to fund the Geriatric Mental Health Initiative, as it provides a vital resource to the seniors in New York. 






















