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Turning negative
thinking around
to overcome
depression
by Krystyna Lagowski
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t wasn’t until 72-year-old Gail* started having
anxiety attacks on the bus this past July that she
knew she needed help. “I felt like I couldn’t
breathe, like I was going to explode,” she recalls.
“I couldn’t cover up my anxiety anymore.”

Fortunately, Gail had seen Baycrest psychologist Dr.
Nasreen Khatri a few years ago for anxiety-related
issues. “I thought I was okay, but last summer
realized I had to do more work with Dr. Khatri.”
Dr. Khatri is clinician-leader of the Mood and
Related Disorders Clinic and heads up the Cognitive
Behaviour Therapy program at Baycrest.

Now, after three months of cognitive behaviour
therapy, Gail is feeling better, more confident and
living her life free from anxiety attacks. “Motivation
and timing is a big part of it. You have to be ready
and willing to work at it,” she says.

Baycrest has

the only CBT
program in Canada
for older adults

”

with depression
and anxiety.

Baycrest has the only cognitive behaviour therapy
(CBT) program in Canada for older adults with mood
and anxiety disorders. The program provides clinical
assessment; group and individual CBT treatment;
develops and evaluates new CBT treatments; and
provides CBT training for PhD interns in clinical
psychology.
Dr. Khatri explains the idea behind CBT: “It’s a talk
therapy that focuses on how our thoughts impact our
mood and our behaviour. People who are clinically
depressed or anxious don’t think the same way as
people who are well.”

Dr. Nasreen Khatri,
clinician-leader of
the Mood and
Related Disorders
Clinic at Baycrest
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“

Left untreated, mild depression

”

can have serious consequences in
older adults.

She cites the example of an older adult who is
late for an appointment. “Instead of seeing the
lateness as an isolated incident, the
person may start to think: ‘This is the
kind of thing I always do. I can never
do anything right,’” she says. “He
may feel embarrassed and hesitate to
make more appointments, thinking
he won’t be able to carry this task
out adequately. This kind of negative
thinking contributes to
developing depression and
anxiety disorders.”
Leaving depression
untreated in older
adults can have
serious consequences,
Dr. Khatri adds.
“Minor depression
can affect social
and occupational
functioning. It can
also lead to a full-blown
episode of depression and
can exacerbate chronic
illnesses associated with
aging, such as high blood
pressure, heart disease
and stroke.”

Dr. Robert Madan,
Baycrest staff psychiatrist

Hands-on
therapy
CBT deals with real situations from clients’
everyday lives. “The therapist works actively
and collaboratively with the client. Some
techniques include role playing and
relaxation exercises,” says Baycrest staff
psychiatrist Dr. Robert Madan. In the case of
a client who had panic attacks in elevators,
Dr. Madan says, “I’d go up with him in the
elevator, then I’d send him in the elevator on
his own and meet him on a certain floor.”
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“

CBT is as effective as anti-

”

depressants in treating depression.
Clients are given different techniques to practise at
home. “When they come back into the office, we talk
about what they did and fine-tune what they need to
do next,” he says. “Then I send them out again with
more homework. It helps them develop their skills. It’s
a rehearsal for real life.”

“The goal is to become independent in catching
negative thinking and changing it to more
realistic, helpful thinking,” says Dr. Khatri.
Physical activity and relaxation exercises are also
encouraged. “Even mild exercise and deep breathing
can elevate mood,” she adds.

The “homework” can be as simple as taking a walk
every day, keeping a journal of mood levels, or role
playing with a spouse. It can also include progressive
muscle relaxation techniques, which help develop
coping mechanisms.

Physician referrals are required for all services of the
Mood and Related Disorders Clinic, including
assessment and treatment. For more information
about Baycrest’s Cognitive Behaviour Therapy
program, contact Dr. Nasreen Khatri at
416-785-2500, ext. 3368. !

CBT versus
anti-depressants
Studies show that CBT is as effective as antidepressant medications in treating depression and
more effective at preventing new episodes from
developing, once treatment is completed. CBT helps
clients become more aware of their thoughts so they
can learn to develop more helpful thinking styles.
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*not her real name

Study evaluates
online group
CBT for
depression
Dr. Elsa Marziali, a senior scientist at Baycrest’s
Kunin-Lunenfeld Applied Research Unit, and Dr.
Nasreen Khatri, clinician-leader of the Mood and
Disorders Clinic at Baycrest, are conducting a
clinical trial to examine whether an Internet-based
version of group cognitive behaviour therapy meets
the quality clinical standards of face-to-face mental
health service programs for older adults with
clinical depression. Many older adults living in
remote communities do not have access to clinical
mental health services. Using technology can
increase access to mental health services regardless
of location of the older adult or the clinician. The
study is funded by the Canadian Institutes of
Health Research Catalyst Grant in Aging.

Signs of
depression
and anxiety
Are you concerned that you or a loved one may be
experiencing depression or anxiety?
Here is a list of some of the most common signs:

Depression
Have you noticed any of the following for a couple of weeks or
longer?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Feeling down or blue most of the time, loneliness, social
withdrawal
Lack of enjoyment or interest in normally enjoyed activities
Loss of appetite or eating too much
Insomnia or sleeping too much
Tired most of the time
Feelings of worthlessness or guilt
Difficulty thinking or concentrating, or indecisiveness
Don’t feel life is worth living

Anxiety
Have you noticed any of the following for a few months
or longer?
•
•
•
•
•

Feeling worried a lot, without cause, even about little
things
Hard to stop worrying even when reassured
Find it very difficult to tolerate being alone, even for short
periods of time
Physical symptoms of anxiety such as poor sleep and
con centration, muscle tension, irritability, restlessness
Very nervous about even routine tasks or activities

If you or a loved one are experiencing signs of
depression or anxiety, you are advised to consult
your doctor.
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