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Adapting 
Therapeutic 
Strategies for
Diverse Older 
Adults

Polling Question
Approximately what % of your practice is with clients aged 
65+?

(a) 0%
(b) <25%
(c) 26-50%
(d) 51-75%
(e) 76-100%
(f) I am not currently working clinically
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Addressing Diversity in Practice
(Hays, 2022)

Identify
• Culturally-related strengths & supports

Assess
• Needs w/ emphasis on cultural respect

Clarify
• What parts of the problem 

are environmental (i.e., external) and 
what parts are intrapersonal (internal), 
with attention to cultural influences
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Steffen et al., 2021

Steffen et al., 2021

Your Middle-Aged and Older Patients 
can be very very different from each other

Borelli et al. 2018
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Cognitive Processes 
Change with Aging

Attention (divided, switching) Processing Speed

Memory (working, episodic, 
prospective)

Executive 
Functioning (attentional 
control, planning, organizing, 
selectively inhibiting 
information)

Cognitive 
Processes 
Change with Aging

Selective Attention
(staying focused on 

something while 
ignoring distractions)

Selective Attention
(staying focused on 

something while 
ignoring distractions)

Directing Attention within Session

Say Patient’s name – “Wilma ” to reset attention

Then pause long enough for attention to become directed at you

Then provide information

Do this repeatedly during each session
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Cognitive 
Processes 
Change with 
Aging

Processing Speed 
slows down

(due to age-related 
brain changes)

Slow Down -
- -

Generally slower pacing

Allow for more time to switch 
attention from one task to another

Break information into smaller 
discrete chunks and solicit patient’s 
summary in their own words

Cognitive Processes 
Change with Aging

Memory changes mean that you need to 
use different strategies within and 
between session 
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Facilitate 
Recognition 
Memory!!!

Don’t rely on 
verbal 
discussions

Written materials facilitate processing and 
learning

Provide prompts for recognition rather than recall

Mail/email materials for telehealth sessions

Session preparation sheets

Summary sheets at end of each session

Send out 3 x 5 index cards for insights/plans

Session Summary Sheet

Date of session: Name of person helping me:

1. Today we focused on:

2. I'd especially like to remember:

3. Before my next appointment, I am going to specifically work on:

4. Is there anyone in my life who could support me as I work on this? What do I want to 
ask them?

5. My next appointment is on _________ at _______ am/pm

Steffen et al., 2021

Tips for Clinicians -

Manage "Story Telling“

Frontal lobe 
changes impact 

executive functioning, 
abstract thinking and 

organizing

Older patients want 
you to know as much 
about everything as 

possible
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Session 
Preparation 

Form

Date of my next session: Name of person helping 
me:

My instructions: Either the day before or morning of my next 
session, I should spend no more than 10 minutes to write down 
a few words or phrases.

1. What was important idea or something to try, from our 
most recent session?

2. What do I want my therapist to know about the past 
week? Any major changes in my condition or life?

3. What would I like to be sure to talk about in this upcoming 
session?

Start Session 
with Warm 
Greeting -

Avoid 
General 
Questions
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Instead of: 
“How has your week been? What would you 
like to talk about today?”

Say: 
“It is good to see you! Let’s start by 
reviewing how you are doing & then making 
a short list of topics for our time together 
today”

How establish 
a signal for 
interrupting 
and 
redirecting the 
discussion?
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Collaborate on Method for Gentle Interrupting

-Within First 2 sessions

At some point in our work together,
I’m very likely going to need to stop or interrupt 
you, to make sure that I’m understanding what 
is most important to you.

How would you like me to do that?

I can….
-say your name and put my hand up
-make a T with my hands for “time out”
-put my index finger up
-other ideas???

Then...

Continue to 
Use That 
Signal!!
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Poll Question
Which 1 of the following is the biggest obstacle to you 
interrupting an older adult client to help with session focus?

a) Any interruption seems rude and disrespectful
b) Client always appears about to be making an important 

point
c) It is hard to judge the right time to interrupt
d) I like to wait for a natural pause in the discussion
e) I am concerned that the client will become angry at me

RESOURCES
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www.apa.org/about/apa/equity-diversity-inclusion/language-guidelines

www.apa.org/about/apa/equity-diversity-inclusion/language-guidelines

25

26

27



11/1/2023

10

Nearly 6 million 
children in the 
United States 
live in a home 
in which a 
grandparent is 
the head of the 
household.
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“Exposure” to Geropsychology
(Hinrichsen et al. 2018)

15 accredited CE hours:
1. Attitudes about older adults & aging (1.5 hr)
2. General knowledge about adult development & aging (2.5 hr)
3. Knowledge of the foundations of clinical practice with older adults (3.0 hr)
4. Knowledge of the foundations of assessment with older adults (3.5 hr)
5. Knowledge of the foundations of intervention, consultation and other service provision (3.5 hr)
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KAER toolkit: 
www.geron.org/publications/kaer-toolkit 
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Training Resources
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Thank You!!

Veronica Shead, Ph.D.
(Veronica.Shead@va.gov)

Ann M. Steffen, Ph.D.
(steffena@umsystem.edu) 
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