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Cognitive therapy with older 
adults 
 Key component of exposure therapy for anxiety 

disorders 

 Current model: “do it until you learn what you need 
to learn” as opposed to fear extinction 

 Controversy over whether cognitive restructuring is 
helpful for geriatric anxiety 

 Rationale often unclear 

 Exercises often confusing 



Relaxation training for geriatric 
anxiety 

Meta-analysis of intervention vs 

active control condition 

Mean effect size  

(95% CI) 

CBT without relaxation training 0.00 (-0.46, 0.46) 

CBT with relaxation training 0.33 (-0.07, 0.74) 

Relaxation training alone 0.90 (0.44, 1.44) 

CI, confidence interval. 

Thorp SR et al. Am J Geriatr Psychiatry 2009;17:105-15 











Cognitive restructuring for fear of falling 
Unhelpful Thoughts Helpful Thoughts 

If I walk on the grass, I am likely to fall. I have walked on the grass many times 
and I didn’t fall. 

I can’t use the bathtub any more. With water shoes and a grab bar, I can 
get in and out of the tub safely. 

I would be really embarrassed if I fell in 
public. 

I would get over it, and it’s still better to 
go out than stay in my house all day. 

If I can’t do something the way I used 
to, I won’t do it at all. 

If I can’t do something the way I used 
to, I’ll find another way to do it. 

I won’t be able to get up if I fall. I can learn how to get up. 

I will get badly hurt if I fall. Not every older person who falls gets 
hurt. 

People will think I’m weak if I use a 
walker. 

A walker helps me exercise so I stay 
strong and healthy. Besides, who cares 
what they think? 



The very simplest: coping 
statements 
 I can do it 

 This won’t hurt me 

 It’s going to be ok 
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