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ABSTRACT 

The novel coronavirus 2019(COVID-19) sweeping the world threatens people's physical and mental well-being, and 

the elderly tend to have more serious negative emotions due to their poor resistance level and they are more likely to 

believe rumors, which leads to a decline in their mental health. In this research, I try to explore whether reminiscence 

therapy, which has achieved good results in many clinical fields, can play a positive role in alleviating the negative 

emotions of the elderly and improving their mental health, and hence, help the community or within the family to seek 

protection for the elderly and then help them to properly maintain a good psychological well-being to face the pandemic.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The rapid spread of the novel coronavirus 2019 

(COVID-19) around the world has constituted a global 

emergency. The crowd is generally susceptible to 

COVID-19, and the proportion of critical patients and the 

mortality rate of elderly patients are high, which may lead 

to a series of negative emotions and even psychological 

problems in the elderly. Due to the impact of the 

pandemic, there are so many changes in our lifestyle, 

people's psychological state has become unstable. 

COVID-19 has the characteristics of longer incubation 

period, atypical clinical symptoms, easily being 

misdiagnosed, and long isolation period. In addition, the 

current information dissemination is relatively fast, and it 

is difficult for the public, especially the elderly, to 

distinguish the authenticity of the information. 

The elderly rarely pay attention to their mental state 

awareness, which leads to a continuous decline in their 

mental health. Reminiscence therapy (RT), as one of the 

effective care methods in nursing practice, can help 

people increase their sense of well-being, improve their 

quality of life and adapt to the existing environment by 

reviewing past events, emotions and thoughts[1], and its 

positive effects on cognition, emotion, and mental state 

have also been widely concerned and affirmed by 

scholars at home and abroad[2,3]. The purpose of this 

research was to explore the application of reminiscence 

therapy to relieve the anxiety and depression of elderly 

patients during the pandemic, and to explore the effect of 

this method on relieving the negative emotions and 

improving their mental health.   

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Origins of negative emotions in the elderly 

during the pandemic 

Relevant studies have shown that widowed, 

unmarried, and single-living elderly are more prone to 

negative emotions such as anxiety and depression[4], and 

Huang[5] presented that there is no statistical 

significance in the stratified comparison of anxiety 

among relatives with or without observation, suspected 

or confirmed cases, which is inconsistent with the 

negative correlation between education level and anxiety 

in the elderly-related research, or the positive correlation 

with retirement, chronic diseases, etc.[6]. Therefore, one 

of the possible reasons for the negative emotions of the 

elderly during the COVID-19 is the government's appeal 

to stay at home during this special period, which means 

reduction of activities, limitation of space, and fear of the 

progress of the pandemic. 

In addition, during the novel coronavirus 2019, the 

pandemic progressed rapidly, and the rolling broadcast of 
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media was also the reason for affecting the emotional 

changes of the elderly. Huang's survey[5] results show 

that the top 5 reasons why the level of old people's mental 

health decline are unable to travel normally (55.25%), 

unable to buy protective equipment (47.1 2%), worrying 

about himself (42.71%) and his family being infected 

(30.93%) and lack of related knowledge about prevention 

(30.85%). 

Low frequency of family communication is also an 

important factor in anxiety and depression. Elderly 

people with a variety of chronic diseases may have more 

problems with their own health during long-term home 

quarantine, which increase the corresponded 

psychological burden [7]. The participation of family 

members in anti-pandemic activities, even in 

communities of low-risk areas, will increase the 

psychological distress of the elderly, that is, worry about 

the health of family members, which highlights the 

importance of mutual communication with family 

members.  

2.2 Reasons for the decline in mental health of 

the elderly during the pandemic 

When the pandemic hits, the sense of security of the 

elderly decreases, and they are more likely to panic and 

worry about whether their family members or themselves 

will be infected. Empty-nest elderly are worried about the 

dangers of their children who are far away from home. 

The elderly often feel helpless due to the perceived 

decline in their ability to care for themselves and the 

stress brought about by the pandemic. 

Some elderly people will always pay attention to their 

physical condition, following various reports including 

some unconfirmed news; forwarding all information 

related to the pandemic in the Moments and WeChat 

groups, and repeatedly discussing the progress of the 

pandemic with their family members which would cause 

deep worry and fear. 

On the other hand, some elderly people make 

judgments based on their existing experience. They often 

filter facts and scientific data from their personal 

cognitive system. Some people think that their time is 

running out and it doesn’t matter whether they are 

infected or not, but they ignore the public health impact 

of the pandemic. 

If the nervousness, panic, helplessness and other 

emotions of the elderly cannot be effectively relieved, 

they may experience obvious anxiety and depression: 

repeatedly worrying about whether they are sick, 

repeating inspections and disinfection, and being afraid 

of people around them coughing or sneezing. Those who 

have suffered from depression and anxiety may 

experience fluctuations or aggravation of their condition 

if they do not receive effective psychological 

counseling[8]. 

2.3 Reminiscence therapy 

"Nostalgia" is an important treatment technique in the 

casework of social service for the elderly. It mainly helps 

the elderly to strengthen positive life experience by 

guiding the elderly to review the relevant experiences and 

memories of positive events in their past lives, and to 

achieve self-esteem, which may let the elderly feel self-

affirming and self-worthy [9]. 

Reminiscence therapy helps people to increase their 

well-being and satisfaction with their present life by 

reviewing past events, emotions and thoughts [2,3]. 

Nostalgia is a psychological phenomenon that is 

commonly used in psychotherapy for the elderly. As a 

psycho-social treatment method, reminiscence therapy 

has been widely used in the intervention of senile 

depression, stroke and senile dementia in foreign 

countries to help the elderly improve self-understanding, 

enhance self-esteem, social adaptation and reduce 

depression. As scientifically proved that, effective 

psychological intervention can reduce the depression and 

loneliness of the elderly, enhance their well-being, and 

improve the mental health of the elderly.  

2.4 Advantages of reminiscence therapy in 

alleviating negative emotions and improving 

mental health of the elderly 

The use of reminiscence therapy in geriatric services 

in social work has great advantages compared to the use 

of traditional medicine in the treatment. On the basis of 

value, social workers mainly meet the needs of serving 

clients, following the principles of helping others and 

clients’ self-determination, emphasizing the advantages 

and uniqueness of individuals and the environment. 

Following instructions for treatment, which means in 

practice, social workers connect multiple resources to 

achieve service goals and provide solutions to clients 

through professional practice methods, while in 

traditional medical models, experts directly diagnose the 

main reason of an individual’s problem and propose a 

general treatment plan. While using reminiscence therapy 

to solve the same situation, instead, social workers pay 

more attention to progress, discussing the solution to the 

problem with the client, discussing the formulation of 

goals, etc. They respect the client's ideas, while the 

traditional medical model emphasizes the authority of 

experts and ignores personal initiative and creativity. It 

can be seen that the role of reminiscence therapy in social 

work seems to be greater than that in traditional 

treatment, and it is more worthy of research and 

exploration[10]. 
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3. RESEARCH PROPOSAL 

3.1 Study I: The proportion of the elderly with 

severe negative emotions and poor mental 

health 

3.1.1 Purpose 

On the basis of investigating the proportion of the 

elderly with severe negative emotions and poor mental 

health, the samples who meet the experimental conditions 

are selected to prepare for the subsequent intervention of 

reminiscence therapy.  

3.1.2 Research subjects 

An online questionnaire survey was conducted among 

middle-aged and elderly people in Wuhan to study the 

psychological stress and mood of the elderly in the 

context of the pandemic, and to provide a basis for the 

intervention of reminiscence therapy to maintain the 

mental health of middle-aged and elderly people. Criteria 

for recruitment: (1) aged between 60 and 75; (2) be able 

to cooperate with online surveys; (3) valid feedback 

questionnaire.   

3.1.3 Research methods 

The self-developed scale collects the age, gender, 

marriage, education level and chronic disease status of 

the elderly, and forms a QR code through the 

questionnaire and sends it to the mobile phone of the 

elderly or their family members through WeChat. The 

elderly who cannot operate the mobile phone can be 

represented by their family members. 

After demographic data included gender, age, marital 

status, occupation, COVID-19 infection or exposure, 

self-assessment of physical health, and level of concern 

about the pandemic were collected, the self-assessment 

of physical health is revealed through a score for the 

health of one's own body, which is divided into four 

grades. The level of worrying about the pandemic was 

revealed by the level of worrying about oneself or family 

members being infected, ranging from not worried to 

very worried, divided into 5 levels[11]. 

Mental Health Scale Assessment. (1) Mental Health 

Self-Assessment Questionnaire, which is used to reflect 

the stress situation of the respondents. If the score is ≥ 8, 

it is considered that there is a certain stress response and 

needs psychological crisis assistance. (2) Patient Health 

Questionnaire-9, which reflects the depressive mood of 

the respondents in the past 2 weeks. The higher the score, 

the more severe the depressive symptoms. (3) 

Generalized anxiety disorder scale, which reflects the 

anxiety of the respondents. The higher the score, the more 

severe the anxiety symptoms. When the cut-off value is 

greater than or equal to 10 points, it is helpful for the 

diagnostic screening of anxiety disorders, with good 

sensitivity and specificity[12-13].   

3.1.4 Expected results   

According to the evaluation, select the samples 

required for study 2. 

3.2 Study 2: A Controlled experiment on 

interventional reminiscence therapy  

3.2.1 Purpose 

To explore the effect of reminiscence therapy on 

alleviating negative emotions and improving mental 

health of the elderly during COVID-19.   

3.2.2 Samples 

The elderly with severe negative emotions and poor 

mental health of whom were evaluated by Study 1.   

3.2.3 Research methods 

Control group: receive routine care, such as diet 

management, medication guidance, daily life care, 

exercise intervention, etc., with regular telephone follow-

up, asking about their exercise modes, types of meals, 

recent memory loss, etc., paying attention to their 

emotional state or psychological changes and keeping 

strengthen health promotion. 

Observation group: on the basis of routine nursing, 

one-to-one reminiscence therapy was implemented, 50-

60 minutes each time, twice a week, for a total of 5 weeks 

of intervention. 

Healing process: conduct interviews—experts talk 

with the elderly and their family members to learn about 

the family background, hobbies, living habits, emotional 

state, life experience, physical and psychological needs, 

etc., and make detailed records to provide for 

reminiscence therapy intervention. 

After that determine 5 nostalgic themes based on 

interview results, literature review, consultation with 

experts, etc., and use old photos, letters, diaries, video 

materials, books, award certificates and other meaningful 

objects provided by family members as a memory trigger. 

The detailed information would be shown in Table 1[14-

16]. 
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Table 1 The main content of the five treatments 

TIME THEME CONTENT 

Week 1 Hello, my friend Focus on health education guidance, and invite the elderly and their families to 

join this research, mainly to introduce the knowledge about the COVID-19, and 

to enhance the elderly's understanding of it. 

Week 2 The Good Time 

Wandered 

Guide the elderly to recall the happy life they have experienced with their families 

and the difficulties and obstacles they have gone through together; recall the 

support, help, and inspiration that patients have given, as well as the company 

and care they have given. 

Week 3 Once Upon a 

Good Memory 

Guide the elderly to share old photos, old diaries, old movies, old songs, etc., 

recall the unforgettable memories of these old items, and tell the wonderful and 

interesting stories of the past. 

Week 4 Confusion and 

Value 

Guide the elderly to recall unforgettable, happy or interesting things in life, or talk 

about worrying and confusing things, talk about their ideal life and the most 

fulfilling things, and show self-worth and expectations for future life. 

Week 5 How to say 

Goodbye 

Make a summary and outlook. Drawing on the form of the TV program "The 

Reader", read a poem or text for the elderly, or say out loudly the words that they 

want to express but have not expressed, so that their inner feelings can be vented; 

finally, summarize the feelings of the activity and expectations for the future. 

Obviously, before the intervention and 5 weeks after 

the intervention in the elderly, both groups were 

evaluated by the mental health level scale. 

3.2.4 Expected results 

Reminiscence therapy can effectively alleviate 

negative emotions and improve mental health of elderly 

people during COVID-19. 

4. CONCLUSION 

4.1 Hypothesis results 

COVID - 19 outbreak of influence will lead to the 

elderly have more serious negative emotions, and 

resulting in a decline in their mental health, while using a 

reminiscence therapy can effectively alleviate the 

negative emotions of the elderly, and promote their 

psychological health, to ensure the elderly keep good 

state of mind to cope with stress life events during the 

outbreak of the pandemic.  

4.2 Deficiencies in previous studies 

At present, domestic reminiscence therapy mostly 

focuses on the treatment of partial clinical cases such 

as dementia, stroke, elderly cancer, and diabetes 

treatment. There are few studies on mental health and 

social service for the elderly in the field of social work, 

especially during the pandemic of the novel 

coronavirus. There also exists a lack of awareness of 

general implementation of community work. 

 

4.3 Future expectations 

Through this research, this relatively blank area is 

preliminarily explored, and the role of reminiscence 

therapy and its universality in the field of social work for 

the elderly are introduced. By summarizing the reasons 

for the negative emotions and declining mental health of 

the elderly during the COVID-19, reminiscence therapy 

was introduced for its particularities (non-clinical 

symptoms, low awareness of their own mental state, etc.).  

Future researches could make the community or 

family as a unit, pay attention to the mental health of the 

elderly in this special period. With these efforts, we may 

be able to avoid the tragedy like suicide among the 

elderly who are affected by negative emotions. 

REFERENCES 

[1] Wakefield. B, Mccloskey. J. C, Bulechek. G. M. 

(1995). Nursing interventions classification: a 

standardized language for nursing care. J Healthc 

Qual,17(4): 26-33, 44. 

[2] Cotelli, M., Manenti, R., & Zanetti, O. (2012). 

Reminiscence therapy in dementia: A review. 

Maturitas, 72(3), 203–205. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.maturitas.2012.04.008  

[3] Aşiret, G. D., & Kapucu, S. (2016). The effect of 

Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, volume 664

1626



reminiscence therapy on cognition, depression, and 

activities of daily living for patients with Alzheimer 

disease. Journal of Geriatric Psychiatry and 

Neurology, 29(1), 31–37. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0891988715598233   

[4] QI Fang. (2016). The level and influencing factors 

of anxiety, depression and subjective well-being 

among empty-nest elderly inpatients. Journal of 

Nursing Administration, 16(6), 385–405. 

[5] Huang, B.Y, Zhang, T.T., Zou, G.J., Li, Y., Wu, 

L.P., & Huang, Y. (2020). Psychological status 

survey and prevention and control analysis of the 

elderly under COVID-19. Chinese General Practice 

Nursing, 18(8), 935–937.  

[6] Xie, Z.H., Zhang, H.Y, Li, S., Shao, J., Tian, L., 

Zhao, R.F., Gong, J.K., Han, J.X., & Guo, W. 

(2013). A follow up study of the anxiety or gloomy 

mentality in the elderly in Xicheng district of 

Beijing. Chinese Journal of Geriatrics, 32(3), 341–

344. 

[7] Zhang, J.L., Sun,R., & Yang, J. (2020). Anxiety and 

depression in elderly patients during pandemic of 

coronavirus disease 2019 and its influencing 

factors.Chinese. Journal of Multiple Organ Diseases 

in the Elderly, 19(4), 246–250.  

[8] Pu, C.C, & Wang, H.L. (2020). Psychological 

reactions and coping strategies of the elderly facing 

COVID-19. Chinese Mental Health Journal, 34(3), 

257–258. 

[9] Mei, C.Y.C., Lin, Y.X., & Qi, Y. (2017) Social work 

for the elderly  : from theory to Practice (2nd Ed.). 

Gezhi Press, Shanghai.  

[10] Wang, M.Q. (2016). A study on the intervention of 

nostalgia counseling to the spiritual needs of the 

elderly in rural institutions -- Based on the case 

service of welfare Home in Z Town, Hubei 

Province. 

[11] Wang, M.Y., Liu, X.L., Guo, H., Fan, H.Z., Jiang, 

R.H., & Tan, S.P. (2020). Mental health of middle-

aged and elderly population during outbreak of 

corona-virus disease 2019. Chinese Journal of 

Multiple Organ Diseases in the Elderly, 19(4), 241–

245.  

[12] Sun, Z.X., Sun, Y.X., & Yu, X.F. (2017). Reliability 

and validity of generalized anxiety disorder scale-7 

on assessment of anxiety in patients with cervical 

spondylosis. Journal of Clinical Psychiatry, 27(4), 

250–252. 

[13] Zeng, Q.Z, He, Y. L., Liu, H., Miao, J.M., Chen, 

J.X., Xu, H.N., & Wang, J.Y. (2013). Reliability and 

validity of Chinese version of the Generalized 

Anxiety Disorder 7-item (GAD-7) scale in screening 

anxiety disorders in outpatients from traditional 

Chinese internal department. Chinese Mental Health 

Journal, 27(3), 163–168. 

[14] Qin, J., Tan, Q.Y., Luan, Y., Liu, Y.X., Xu, J.J., 

Huang, J.W., Hao, S.X., Zhou, Y.L., Zhu, S.P., & 

Li, W. (2020). Research on Protection Strategies of 

the Elderly at Home under the COVID-19. Chinese 

Medical Ethics, 33(8), 942–953.  

[15] Wang, Y., Li, M., Dong, W., & Li, F. (2020). Effect 

of reminiscence therapy on patients with diabetes 

combining with mild cognitive impairment. Journal 

of Changchun University of Traditional Chinese 

Medicine, 36(3), 551–554. 

[16] Zhu,Y. (2019). Individual Reminiscence therapy 

intervenes in the loneliness of the elderly -- an 

analysis of a case service in Z rural welfare home.  

Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, volume 664

1627


