
GERIATRIC PSYCHIATRY

Comprehensive Principles and Practice of Geriatric 
Psychiatry: A Technical and Clinical Guide
Published: November 2, 2026  |  Index ID: #788

Geriatric psychiatry, a specialized branch of medicine dedicated to the mental health of older adults, has evolved 

from a niche subspecialty into a cornerstone of modern healthcare. This evolution is largely driven by the global 

demographic shift often referred to as the \"silver tsunami,\" characterized by a rapidly aging population with 

complex psychiatric and medical comorbidities. Among the foundational texts that define this field, Principles and 

Practice of Geriatric Psychiatry, authored by Marc E. Agronin, MD, and Gabe J. Maletta, PhD, MD, stands as a

primary resource for clinicians and researchers. This article provides an in-depth technical analysis of the principles

governing geriatric mental health, drawing upon the frameworks established by these leading authorities.

The Theoretical Framework of Geriatric Psychiatry

The practice of geriatric psychiatry is grounded in a multidimensional biopsychosocial model. Unlike general adult

psychiatry, the geriatric variant must account for the progressive physiological decline associated with aging, the

high prevalence of chronic physical illnesses, and the unique psychosocial transitions of late life, such as

retirement, bereavement, and loss of independence.

The Heterogeneity of Aging

One of the core technical tenets in the work of Agronin and Maletta is the recognition of individual heterogeneity.

Chronological age is often a poor predictor of functional capacity. Clinicians must distinguish between \"usual aging,

\" which involves typical physiological declines, and \"successful aging,\" where cognitive and physical functions are

maintained. This distinction is critical when assessing neurocognitive disorders, as subtle declines in memory may

be benign or early indicators of a degenerative process.

Neurobiological Basis of Late-Life Disorders

From a technical standpoint, the aging brain undergoes several structural and neurochemical changes that

increase vulnerability to psychiatric disorders. These include:

•  Neuronal Atrophy: Reduction in brain volume, particularly in the prefrontal cortex and hippocampus.

•  Neurotransmitter Alterations: Decreases in dopamine, serotonin, and acetylcholine levels, which correlate with 

mood disturbances and cognitive deficits.

•  Cerebrovascular Changes: White matter hyperintensities (WMH) and small vessel disease, which are highly 

prevalent in late-life depression and vascular dementia.

Clinical Assessment and Diagnostic Paradigms

Assessment in geriatric psychiatry is significantly more complex than in younger populations. A technical diagnostic 

workflow must integrate psychiatric evaluation with neurological and medical screening. Principles and Practice 

of Geriatric Psychiatry emphasizes a systematic approach to the Comprehensive Geriatric Assessment (CGA).

The Comprehensive Geriatric Assessment (CGA) Workflow

The CGA is a multidisciplinary process designed to determine an elderly person's medical, psychological, and

functional capabilities. The workflow generally follows these stages:



1.  Medical Review: Evaluation of chronic conditions (e.g., diabetes, hypertension) and their impact on mental 

status.

2.  Pharmacological Audit: A critical review of all medications to identify potential drug-induced cognitive 

impairment or mood disorders (polypharmacy).

3.  Cognitive Screening: Utilization of validated tools such as the Mini-Mental State Examination (MMSE) or the 

Montreal Cognitive Assessment (MoCA).

4.  Functional Assessment: Evaluating Activities of Daily Living (ADLs) and Instrumental Activities of Daily Living 

(IADLs).

5.  Social Environment Analysis: Assessing caregiver support, living conditions, and potential for elder abuse.

Differentiating the 'Three Ds': Delirium, Dementia, and Depression

A primary challenge in geriatric psychiatry is the differential diagnosis of delirium, dementia, and depression, which

often present with overlapping symptoms. The following table provides a technical comparison matrix for these

conditions.



Feature Delirium Dementia Depression

Onset Acute (hours to days) Insidious (months to years) Variable (weeks to months)

Course Fluctuating Progressive/Stable Diurnal variation

Consciousness Altered/Clouded Clear (until late stages) Clear

Attention Severely Impaired Relatively intact (early) May be decreased

Reversibility Usually Reversible Usually Irreversible Highly Treatable

Neurocognitive Disorders and Behavioral Management

The management of Major Neurocognitive Disorders (NCD), primarily Alzheimer’s Disease (AD), constitutes a

significant portion of geriatric psychiatric practice. Dr. Marc Agronin's research particularly highlights the behavioral

and psychological symptoms of dementia (BPSD), which include agitation, psychosis, and sleep disturbances.

Pathophysiological Modeling of Alzheimer’s Disease

The technical understanding of AD centers on the Amyloid Cascade Hypothesis and Tauopathy. The

accumulation of beta-amyloid plaques and neurofibrillary tangles leads to synaptic loss and neuronal death.

Clinicians use the following biological markers for advanced diagnosis:

•  CSF Biomarkers: Low levels of Amyloid-beta 42 and high levels of Phosphorylated Tau.

•  Neuroimaging: MRI showing hippocampal atrophy and PET scans showing glucose hypometabolism or 

amyloid deposition.

Pharmacological Management of BPSD

When non-pharmacological interventions fail, clinicians may resort to pharmacotherapy. However, this requires a 

deep understanding of the Black Box Warningsassociated with antipsychotic use in elderly patients with

dementia, specifically the increased risk of cerebrovascular events and mortality. The strategy follows a strict

hierarchical protocol:

1.  Identification and treatment of underlying medical causes (e.g., UTI, pain).

2.  Environmental modification (reducing noise, improving lighting).

3.  Use of SSRIs for agitation or mood symptoms.

4.  Judicious use of atypical antipsychotics at the lowest effective dose for severe psychosis or aggression.

Advanced Psychopharmacology in the Elderly

Prescribing for the elderly requires an understanding of altered pharmacokinetics and pharmacodynamics. The

aging body handles drugs differently, leading to an increased risk of toxicity.

Pharmacokinetic Changes: The ADME Model

The ADME (Absorption, Distribution, Metabolism, Excretion) model is significantly altered in geriatric patients:

•  Absorption: Increased gastric pH and decreased blood flow can slow drug absorption rates.

•  Distribution: Increase in body fat and decrease in total body water leads to a higher volume of distribution for 

fat-soluble drugs (e.g., diazepam), prolonging their half-life.



•  Metabolism: Decreased hepatic blood flow and cytochrome P450 enzyme activity reduce the rate of drug 

metabolism.

•  Excretion: Significant decline in Glomerular Filtration Rate (GFR) leads to the accumulation of renally 

excreted drugs (e.g., lithium).

The Beers Criteria and Polypharmacy

A technical mastery of geriatric psychiatry involves adherence to the Beers Criteria for Potentially Inappropriate 

Medication Use in Older Adults. This guideline identifies medications where the risks outweigh the benefits.

Polypharmacy—the use of five or more medications—is a critical concern as it exponentially increases the risk of

drug-drug interactions (DDIs). Clinicians are encouraged to perform regular \"medication brown bag\" reviews to

depose unnecessary prescriptions.

Psychotherapeutic Modalities for Older Adults

Contrary to outdated beliefs, older adults respond well to psychotherapy. However, techniques must be adapted to

account for cognitive changes and the specific existential themes of late life.

Reminiscence Therapy and Life Review

Reminiscence therapy is a technically structured intervention where clinicians help patients process past

experiences to enhance current self-esteem and ego integrity. This is particularly effective in treating late-life

depression and early-stage dementia. By organizing a \"Life Review,\" patients can resolve past conflicts and find

meaning in their later years.

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) Adaptations

For seniors with anxiety or depression, CBT is adapted by:

•  Using larger print materials and visual aids.

•  Slowing the pace of sessions.

•  Focusing on practical problem-solving.

•  Including family members or caregivers to reinforce techniques.

Ethical, Legal, and Forensic Considerations

Geriatric psychiatry frequently intersects with the legal system, particularly regarding decisional capacity.

Practitioners must be proficient in evaluating a patient's ability to make medical, financial, and residential decisions.

The Assessment of Capacity

Capacity is not a global state but a task-specific determination. A technical evaluation of capacity involves four main

criteria:

•  Communication: The patient can clearly express a choice.

•  Understanding: The patient understands the relevant information regarding the decision.

•  Appreciation: The patient recognizes the consequences of the decision in their own life.

•  Reasoning: The patient can engage in a logical process to weigh options.

End-of-Life Care and Ethics

The psychiatrist’s role in palliative care involves managing terminal delirium and depression, as well as facilitating 

discussions on Advanced Directives. The ethical balance between autonomy (the patient's right to choose) and

beneficence (the doctor's duty to act in the patient's best interest) is a constant negotiation in geriatric care.



Practical Implementation: Establishing a Geriatric Mental Health Program

For healthcare administrators or lead clinicians looking to implement the principles discussed by Agronin and

Maletta, a structured operational framework is required.

Step-by-Step Integration Guide

1.  Multidisciplinary Team Assembly: Recruit geriatric psychiatrists, neuropsychologists, social workers, and 

specialized nurses.

2.  Infrastructure Optimization: Design clinical spaces with high-contrast signage, non-slip flooring, and acoustic 

dampening to assist patients with sensory deficits.

3.  Standardized Screening Protocols: Implement electronic health record (EHR) triggers for cognitive screening 

in all patients over age 65.

4.  Caregiver Support Systems: Establish support groups and education programs, as caregiver burnout is a 

leading cause of institutionalization for the elderly.

Troubleshooting Common Clinical Challenges

Clinicians often encounter \"treatment-resistant\" late-life depression. In such cases, the technical solution often lies 

in identifying Vascular Depression—depression caused by subcortical white matter lesions. This requires shifting

focus toward managing vascular risk factors (e.g., hypertension, hyperlipidemia) alongside traditional

antidepressant therapy.

Summary and Broader Implications

The Principles and Practice of Geriatric Psychiatryserves as more than just a textbook; it is a technical

roadmap for navigating the complexities of the aging mind. By integrating rigorous clinical assessment, a deep

understanding of geriatric pharmacology, and an empathetic approach to the psychosocial challenges of late life,

practitioners can significantly improve the quality of life for the elderly population.

As medical technology advances, the field will likely see a greater emphasis on precision psychiatry, utilizing 

genetic testing and advanced neuroimaging to tailor treatments to the individual's biological profile. Furthermore, 

the integration of tele-psychiatryand remote monitoring technologies will be essential in reaching underserved

geriatric populations in rural or assisted-living settings. The foundational work of Agronin and Maletta ensures that

as the field moves forward, it remains rooted in evidence-based practice and a profound respect for the dignity of

the older adult.
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