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O lder adults are often viewed as a vulnerable
population susceptible to viral infection from

pandemics, such as the novel severe acute respiratory
syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2, more com-
monly known as COVID-19), and to potential nega-
tive mental health consequences of public health
crises. Indeed, older adults are a large proportion of
severe and fatal COVID-19 cases and may experience
declines in physical health, disruptions in medical
care for pre-existing conditions, declining quality of
life, and losses in their social support networks. In
addition, there is concern that older adults might be
less likely to seek medical attention for routine, pre-
ventive or ongoing care due to their perceived vulner-
ability to COVID-19

It has been anticipated that the impact of COVID-
19, as well as social distancing and stay-at-home
orders instituted to mitigate the spread of the pan-
demic, might be disproportionately experienced by
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older adult trauma survivors with chronic post-trau-
matic stress disorder (PTSD), and that the physical
and mental health risk factors associated with the
pandemic might worsen or retrigger their trauma-
related emotional distress.

While research on psychological and coping
responses of adults in the face of infectious disease
outbreaks, such as SARS, Ebola, Zika, and COVID, is
relatively limited,1 the scientific literature that has
been the closest, in terms of trigger-response under-
standing and lessons learned on older adults, are
mental health studies related to other natural, man-
made and technological disasters. Many disaster
mental health studies, however, have significant
methodological limitations. For example, in an exami-
nation of over 225 distinct samples composed of over
85,000 individuals across the lifespan who experi-
enced a disaster, Norris et al.2 found that most studies
were cross-sectional, after-only designs that used
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convenience sampling and had small samples.
Indeed, less than 5% of studies included a predisaster
measure. In a more recent review, Lowe et al.3 found
that only 7% of 100 studies included predisaster data.
Lack of predisaster data has led to methodological
challenges for assessing the effects of a disaster on the
subsequent physical and mental health in older adults
and in all populations. It seems obvious to say, but if
differences between exposed and nonexposed older
adults exist predisaster or pandemic, they are likely
to differ on mental health outcomes even in the
absence of a traumatic event. Without accounting for
predisaster distress and functioning, the estimate of
the impact of a disaster is likely to be inflated.

Rutherford et al.4 investigation in this issue of the
American Journal of Geriatric Psychiatry represents a
significant advance in methodological rigor and con-
firms how pre-event data is imperative in getting a
more accurate picture of functioning and event-
related impact. The authors capitalized on data from
an ongoing study of brain aging among men and
women with PTSD in New York City. In the early
stages of the COVID-19 pandemic (April-May 2020),
the investigators conducted telephone interviews
with 76 older adults in their parent study to examine
how, among other things, those with PTSD were far-
ing regarding their mental health and if they were dis-
proportionately experiencing symptom increases
when compared to nontrauma controls. Even though
participants with PTSD were more socially isolated,
more physically ill, and engaged in greater pandemic
media exposure, PTSD symptoms declined among
them relative to trauma-exposed healthy controls.

As the authors point out, these findings are a
reminder that a diagnosis of PTSD should not be
assumed to always confer vulnerability or worse
116
outcomes in older adult populations. Relatedly, there
were similar findings from a recent study5 that aimed
to understand the effects of the pandemic on the men-
tal health of older adults with pre-existing major
depression. In a sample of 73 community-living older
adults with pre-existing depression, there were no
differences in depression, anxiety, and suicidal idea-
tion symptoms during the first 2 months of the pan-
demic when compared to data before COVID-19.

Importantly, Rutherford et al. caution that a differ-
ent pattern of results might emerge as the pandemic
progresses. It is possible that in the initial months of
the pandemic, older adults with PTSD might have
been doing well and were hopeful that things would
change, but now with no foreseeable end and infec-
tions getting worse again, the results might be differ-
ent. Indeed, online surveys conducted at two
different time points on a convenience sample of Chi-
nese adults, as the COVID epidemic evolved, showed
that older participants in the second wave were more
worried than both young adults and older adults in
the first wave.6

Finally, the information from this investigation is
crucial to not only better understand our theories
about mental health distress and resilience, but also
to help inform pandemic or disaster preparedness,
response, and recovery. Identification of those partic-
ularly at risk among the older adult population will
assist hospitals, health systems, and policymakers in
prioritizing how limited resources are allocated and
used during a pandemic.7 Furthermore, methodologi-
cal advances like those described in this study can
assist other researchers who want to build an empiri-
cal roadmap of effective coping and prevention tools
that will help people who do and do not contract the
disease deal with their intense emotions
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